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ABSTRACT 
DEVELOPMENTAL CHALLENGES AND BARRIERS: HOW SENIOR 
EXECUTIVE WOMEN COPE WITH DIFFICULT SITUATIONS 
IN THEIR CAREERS 
SEPTEMBER 1998 
KATHERINE C. POWELL, B.A., SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY 
M.A., BOSTON COLLEGE 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor Grace J. Craig 
In large American corporations, even though women comprise almost 50 % of the 
workforce and over 30 % of management, less than 5% of senior managers are repor¬ 
ted to be women. Successful senior executive women have developed strategies, skills 
and leadership styles to overcome challenges and barriers throughout different phases of 
their careers. Many complex factors contribute to executive women achieving senior 
positions. Several corporate barriers have been reported which may prevent senior 
executive women from being promoted to even higher positions. This study explained 
internal barriers, including self-confidence or personality traits, and external barriers, 
including gender biases or the ‘old boys’ network’. 
The purpose of this study was to explore how senior executive women cope with 
difficult situations, perceive challenges and overcome barriers and to identify some of the 
factors that facilitated their advancement to senior executive positions. A related pur¬ 
pose was to examine developmental career patterns or stages that may have evolved 
VI 
during senior executive women’s careers and compare these stages with other 
reported career stages. This qualitative descriptive inquiry consisted of interviews 
with twelve senior executive women located on the east coast of the United States. 
They described their perceived experiences, skills, coping styles and self-concepts. 
The key findings in this study included: (1) the complex way senior executive 
women developed and maintained self-confidence as well as educational and 
professional support systems; (2) their approaches to meeting challenges and overcoming 
barriers within the corporate culture; and (3) the way they developed their dynamic and 
eclectic leadership styles and skills needed to cope with difficult situations. The 
participants in this study were action-oriented and took charge of their careers, gathering 
the required resources and education to achieve senior level positions. They navigated 
within the corporate environment, avoiding obstacles and confronting challenges or 
overcoming barriers within the corporate culture to succeed. 
The results of this study were discussed in terms of five major themes that con¬ 
tributed to senior executive women’s advancement: (1) navigating within changing 
corporate environments; (2) evolving into flexible leaders who make a corporate 
impact; (3) developing learning strategies and support systems vital for success; 
(4) reframing corporate barriers into challenges, and, (5) overcoming gender bias 
in the corporate culture. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
In large American corporations, even though women comprise almost 50% of 
the workforce, significantly fewer senior executive women are promoted to the high¬ 
est positions than are senior executive men (Catalyst, 1995; Swiss, 1996). Recent re¬ 
searchers (Bierema, 1994; Catalyst, 1995) claim that executive women have not been 
adequately prepared, for example, in the areas of building self-confidence or learning 
to take risks. There is little empirical evidence on how successful executive women 
achieve their corporate status and maintain their confidence and goals when faced 
with external barriers, such as the ‘glass ceiling’, in a male-dominated corporate 
environment (Bierema, 1994, Mainiero, 1994; Wallace, 1994). 
Since the 1960’s, as more women managers are working in male-dominated cor¬ 
porations, there has been speculation that women cannot achieve senior level posi¬ 
tions due to three major factors: internal factors (e.g., self-confidence, skills), exter¬ 
nal barriers (e.g., ‘glass ceiling’, gender biases), and inadequate preparation or career 
development (Catalyst, 1995). Very few studies have explored the relationship of 
these internal factors to external barriers, the maintenance of self-confidence and how 
senior executive women adapt to American corporate environments to succeed. 
Problem Statement 
Recent scholars who have assessed the attributes of successful career women 
show that their careers differ from the careers of successful men (Northcutt, 1991; 
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Mainiero, 1994; Wallace, 1994). Most studies on internal barriers reported that the 
individual attributes of high self-esteem or confidence are important factors which 
contribute to executive women’s success (Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987; Bierema, 1994; 
Northcutt, 1991). Other studies emphasized the existence of external barriers 
(e.g., gender biases, male dominated corporate networks or unwritten rules of organi¬ 
zations) as important factors preventing women from attaining senior positions 
(Ferguson, 1984; Kanter, 1977, 1983; Swiss, 1996). Researchers reporting on 
executive women who overcome career obstacles, state that both internal factors 
(self-confidence and high self-esteem) and external factors (the level of education or 
mentoring) assist women in becoming successful in their careers (Betz & Fitzgerald, 
1987; Bierema, 1994; Chaffins, Forbes, Fuqua & Cangemi, 1995; Marlow, Marlow, 
& Arnold 1995; Northcutt, 1991; Wallace, 1994). 
Although several studies have been conducted on internal and external barriers, 
few identify factors that assist senior executive women in coping with difficult situa¬ 
tions, overcoming challenges or barriers and developing into senior executive leaders. 
Little is known about the development of female executives who overcome barriers 
and attain senior positions in corporations, since their successes or accomplishments 
are not fully understood (Wallace, 1994). Career researchers claim that more studies 
on what influences the development of a strong sense of self are also needed and 
could expand our understanding of successful career women (Betz & Fitzgerald, 
1987; Bierema, 1994; Wallace, 1994). Adding to the knowledge base of female 
career development could contribute to the future success of female executives. 
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Purpose of Study 
This study focused on identifying how senior executive women perceive chal¬ 
lenges, overcome barriers, and cope with difficult situations, as well as identifying 
internal and external factors that may contribute to the success of senior executive 
women. The purpose of this study was to: 
(a) understand how successful senior executive women overcame internal 
and external barriers they face within the context of a corporate culture; 
(b) identify factors, strategies, coping styles, skills and personality traits 
used to handle challenges or difficult situations in corporations; and, 
(c) explore how factors (e.g., education, professional support systems) inter¬ 
relate while gaining insight into senior executive women’s experiences. 
A related purpose was to examine developmental career patterns, if any, that emerged 
from this sample. Any developmental career patterns that were found, were com¬ 
pared to Mainiero’s (1994) four stage career development theory for senior female 
executives. This study explored the following questions: (1) In what ways was the 
data consistent or inconsistent with Mainiero’s four stages? (2) Does reported self- 
confidence change over the course of a participant’s career? The participant’s per¬ 
ceived abilities to adapt to changing corporate environments were examined. 
Overview and Rationale of Study 
Most of the research on career development prior to the 1960’s focused on male 
issues, personality attributes, and views on success which created inflexible male 
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career models not applicable to female career needs (Josselson, 1987; Kanter, 1977, 
1989; Northcutt, 1991; Rosener, 1995; Wallace, 1994). Researchers in the 1980’s 
depicted the theme of females relying more on interpersonal relationships as central 
to self-concept or prevalent in their identity and career development (Gilligan, 1982; 
Josselson, 1987). Participatory leadership styles and concern for relationships were 
lauded as the dominant styles of successful career women (Loden, 1985; Helgesen, 
1990). However, in the 1990’s, the number of senior executive women in corpora¬ 
tions has not yet increased significantly. This study addressed how successful senior 
executive women perceive challenges, overcome corporate barriers, and cope with 
difficult situations, identifying events that contributed to their success. 
This study was a qualitative descriptive inquiry into the perspectives of senior 
executive women describing their leadership styles, corporate challenges or barriers, 
and coping styles for managing difficult situations during their careers. Twelve 
senior executive women were interviewed to investigate their career experiences and 
how they handled difficult situations. The analysis of this study included how they 
coped with challenges or barriers and what, if any, perceived stages or learning 
phases these senior executive women may have experienced during their career. This 
study sought to describe the participants’ career profiles and meaning-making percep¬ 
tions of their careers. There were three categories of focal research questions: (1) the 
self in relationship to career development (leadership styles, self-confidence); (2) cor¬ 
porate challenges, barriers and career stages (corporate culture, gender bias); and (3) 
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personal attributes, coping styles and self-development (education, coping with dif¬ 
ficult situations). The interview questions were derived from these categories. 
The first category pertained to the corporate individual self of a senior executive 
woman and her career history. These questions addressed her career goals, her 
primary leadership style and how she perceived her company and corporate culture. 
The focus of this category was to identify senior executive women’s strategies for 
success and how they perceive themselves in the corporate world. The self-con¬ 
cept elements of self-esteem and self-confidence, as perceived by the participants 
and the roles these perceptions play in assisting executive women to initiate appro¬ 
priate action to accomplish their career goals were explored. How these senior 
executive women developed their leadership styles and if their ‘sense of selves’ 
was derived primarily from their own subjective experiences or outside opinions 
were examined. 
The second category of focal research questions pertained to how senior executive 
women view corporate challenges and barriers, and any career stages they may 
have experienced. This category focused on external factors that may have contri¬ 
buted to senior executive women’s attainment of senior positions or external barriers 
that may have prevented them from attaining such positions. Many executive wo¬ 
men face challenges and overcome barriers to achieve success and their career goals. 
This category examined whether major challenges or barriers occurred in senior exe¬ 
cutive women’s careers, at any particular time, and what roles, if any, these chal- 
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lenges or barriers played in developing them as executives. The purpose of this 
category was to identify any career stages that senior executive women may have 
perceived they experienced during their career development, including stages of 
learning the corporate culture, evolving dynamic leadership styles, and teaching 
or mentoring others. 
The third category of focal research questions pertained to identifying personal 
attributes (skills and personality traits), coping styles during difficult situations and 
any self-development or informal learning. This category also focused on identifying 
any professional support systems or relationships such as mentors, bosses or staff that 
senior executive women develop during their careers. Both internal and external 
factors may have contributed to senior executive women’s advancement. The rela¬ 
tionships of internal factors (e.g., personal attributes and personality) and external 
factors (e.g., mentors and education) influencing the success of executive women 
were examined. 
The above three categories were chosen to serve as guidelines for the interview 
process and to assist in forming groupings for data analysis. They were also utilized 
as guidelines for the literature review of this study. Although these subjects are 
complex and interrelated they were separated for the purpose of analysis in this study. 
The major topic or conceptual framework of this study was how senior executive 
women adapt to their changing corporate environments and all three categories 
of focal research questions pertain to this major topic (see Chapter III for the actual 
focal research questions used in this study). 
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Importance and Significance of Study 
Researchers have depicted many internal barriers or personal factors (e g., per¬ 
sonality traits, confidence level) and external barriers (‘glass ceiling’, gender bias, 
corporate culture) that may prevent career women from attaining senior level posi¬ 
tions (Bierema, 1994; Northcutt, 1991; Wallace, 1994). Very few of these studies 
depicted how these variables interrelate. This study explored the theories of self, 
especially, self-esteem and self-confidence, pertaining to senior executive women and 
how this influences their ability to cope with difficult situations. By analyzing and 
documenting career women’s experiences and their leadership or coping styles in cor¬ 
porate settings throughout various career stages, new knowledge of how senior 
executive women manage and develop will aid future career development programs 
for executive women. 
Interpreting the interview results or narratives of senior executive women could 
add practical and realistic information to the knowledge base of female career de¬ 
velopment. Studies interpreting the experiences of senior executive women could 
add to the understanding of female career development and add to the effectiveness 
of more corporate programs for aspiring female corporate executives. The process 
of self-evaluation and what role self-confidence plays in coping with corporate dif¬ 
ficult situations during various career stages may be instructive to other executive 
women in planning their goals and strategies for success in large corporations. 
Business women have not had many role models or career models that pertain to 
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them and their particular needs, since women’s identity processes and development 
have been missing from male developmental models (Blustein & Noumair, 1996; 
Josselson, 1987). There are missing pieces to understanding the puzzle of the de¬ 
velopment of senior executive women. 
Many researchers (e.g., Bass & Avolio, 1994; Helgesen, 1990; Kanter, 1989) 
who have studied female career development, claim that the participatory or web-like 
management style is primary. In addition, management in corporations acknow¬ 
ledged that the views of leadership styles are changing from the dominant hierar¬ 
chical style to the more participatory style (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Kanter, 1989; 
Rosener, 1995). These changes have been attributed to career women and their 
caring or interest in relationships. The feminine attributes of listening, communi¬ 
cating in a web-like style, or relating and caring were previously considered unfavor¬ 
able but are now considered laudatory in corporate settings (Catalyst, 1995; Helgesen, 
1990; Loden, 1985). 
Corporate management is increasingly concerned about changing its dehumani¬ 
zing image and may be willing to listen to possible improvements or to provide for 
more career development programs for executive women (Catalyst, 1995; Kanter, 
1989). The key topic of this study was the corporate individual coping within the 
corporate environment while meeting challenges or overcoming barriers. By lis¬ 
tening to executive women’s experiences, more information on how senior executive 
women cope in difficult situations may be acquired for future corporate executive de- 
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velopment programs. This study also extended the existing knowledge base on career 
or professional development for women. Researchers claim that women in corpora¬ 
tions need executive development programs and special training to give women the 
opportunities or experiences to gain essential skills for advancement (Bierema, 1994; 
Catalyst, 1995; Mainiero, 1986; Ruhe & Allen, 1997; Swiss, 1996; Wallace, 1994). 
However, many large corporations and agencies do not completely comprehend what 
these executive development programs require or how they need to be tailored to best 
meet the needs of individual executive women. Prior studies (e.g., Bierema, 1994; 
Catalyst, 1995) acknowledged that female career development programs are 
necessary, but few realistic studies based on actual experiences that have contributed 
to senior executive women’s success have been conducted. 
Definitions 
The terms used in this study are defined as follows: 
1. Barriers—any obstacle preventing women from attaining promotions or 
accomplishing their career goals. These can be internal (e.g., 
personality traits, self-confidence) or external (e.g., ‘glass ceiling’, 
gender biases) barriers. 
2. Career-an occupation or profession of an individual in a corporate 
setting encompassing a life span where work-related 
experiences, achievements and successes may be realized. 
3. Challenge—an opportunity for an individual to accept a formidable task or 
venture to accomplish or assist in one’s specific goal of 
achievement or success. 
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4. Corporate Culture--a system of attitudes, beliefs, actions, and behaviors 
for getting jobs done in a large corporation, or ‘the 
way things are done’ in a corporate environment. 
5. Difficult Situation—any challenges, conflicts, complex problems, or barriers 
(e.g., lack of confidence, ‘glass ceiling’ or exclusion) 
experienced by executive women in their senior position. 
6. Glass Ceiling-an invisible barrier in male-dominated corporations that many 
executive women may face when trying to attain senior 
positions. It is an alleged external barrier encompassing beliefs 
and attitudes of senior executive men which exclude women. 
7. Self-Esteem--a perceived trait depicting self-respect or self-regard of senior 
executive women (measured by self-evaluation). It encom¬ 
passes more of a global trait in the work setting and it is not 
necessarily situation specific. 
8. Self-Confidence--a state of being self-assured when in a social context or 
specific situation at work. It is also the degree of belief (as 
perceived by the participants) that one can accomplish a task 
or action in certain situations or events. 
9. Self-Development-a personal or individual’s growth process, maturity, or 
improvement where an individual’s skills, attitudes, 
and leadership or coping styles are developed during one’s 
career. 
10. Self-Evaluation--refers to the value placed on the self-concept as a whole or on 
its particular components, such as self-esteem or self- 
confidence. This applies to perceptual experiences contri¬ 
buting to value or worth of self. 
11. Senior Executive Women-successful career women who have attained a 
certain high level position (three or four levels 
from chief executive officer or the highest level) 
in large American corporations. 
12. Success-accomplishment, prosperity, achievement, victory or mastery 
as perceived by an individual in a corporate setting. Each individual 
defines success in their own words and places their own value on its 
achievement or reward 
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The following chapter reviews the literature concerning studies on executive 
women’s developmental challenges and barriers which they may have encountered 
during their corporate careers. Chapter II describes the literature on major internal 
and external factors that may have contributed to the success of senior executive 
women and any barriers (both internal and external) that may have hindered their 
goals. Although there has been some literature written on the development of career 
women, there is little literature on the development of senior executive women in 
large American corporations. 
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CHAPTER II 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Prior to the 1960’s, most career development researchers focused on male models 
for achieving corporate success and did not consider many of the needs of female 
development or career issues (Josselson, 1987). In the last twenty years, as more 
women have entered the workforce and comprise a larger portion of middle manage¬ 
ment, corporations are acknowledging that not enough women have attained senior 
level positions (Catalyst, 1995; Kanter, 1983, 1989). Career development scholars 
and career counselors state that many of the developmental needs (building self- 
confidence through experience or learning to take risks) of corporate women are not 
being met (Catalyst, 1995; Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987; Wallace, 1994). Many research¬ 
ers recommend that corporate training and development programs for career women 
be tailored to meet some of their needs (Bierema, 1994; Catalyst, 1995; Olivier, 
1993; Wallace, 1994). 
Certain key attributes, such as, self-esteem and self-confidence, are deemed 
important for success (Northcutt, 1991). Many career researchers (e.g., Bierema, 
1994; Northcutt, 1991; Olivier, 1993; Swiss, 1996; Wallace, 1994) claim that more 
studies on what influences the development of a strong sense of self are needed. 
While perceptual awareness and affective experiencing are viewed as important 
components of self-evaluation, the process of developing a sense of self may play an 
important role in the development or maintenance of high or low self-esteem (Bednar 
& Peterson, 1995). Consequently, to add to the female career development know- 
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ledge base, more in-depth studies on adult career women, their self-development and 
their perceptions of self-esteem or self-confidence need to be conducted. 
Conceptual Framework 
There are many complex definitions of‘self and self-concept using different 
perspectives from various disciplines, including psychology, social psychology, and 
career development which are beyond the scope of this study. This literature review 
will explore two notions of the ‘self: Kohuf s (1977) concept of a stable, consistent 
and cohesive self and Gergen’s (1987, 1991) concept of a changing self depending on 
the social context. These conceptual perspectives will be applied to senior executive 
women and their career development in large American corporations. 
Kohut (1977), from a psychoanalytic perspective, expanded the view of ‘self • 
to include a stable cohesive center of personality upon which experiences build or 
from where the capacity to initiate action or attain coherence is derived (Kohut, 
1977). Kohut’s (1977) perspective emphasizes relationships and empathy in the 
development of the self and places importance on “the relatively enduring aspects of 
an individual’s psychological state in which self-cohesion is firm”, or where “the 
cohesion of the ‘self is not disturbed” (pp. 93-94). In addition to being stable and 
cohesive, Kohut’s (1977) model views the ‘self as having an important connection to 
the relational contexts and relationships of individuals throughout their development 
(Kahn, 1985). Blustein and Noumair (1996), career development researchers, explain 
that a level of self-cohesion in individuals fosters self-esteem and access to their own 
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talents or values, in addition to setting goals, directing themselves and encouraging 
relationships or connections. The ‘self or self-concept may be an important factor in 
career development. 
Gergen (1987, 1991), from a sociological perspective, adds that the development 
of‘self is dependent on the social context in which individuals derive their sense of 
selves from their perceptions of their social or work roles (Gergen, 1987, 1991). 
Gergen (1987, 1991), like Kohut (1977), describes an individual’s sense of self 
as originating from subjective experiences. However, Gergen (1987, 1991) views the 
self as more anchored in a social context where an individual can have many 
identities depending on the social context. For example, a person could be more 
feminine with certain friends and more masculine in other social contexts. Gergen’s 
(1987) perspective proclaims ‘a knowledge of the self as being maintained from 
social interactions where a person can manage a self-image or a given level of self¬ 
esteem (Gergen, 1987). He concludes that understanding the individual requires 
comprehension of the social context or “understanding community prior to establish¬ 
ing the grounds from which psychological construals are achieved” (Gergen, 1991, 
pp. 60-61). Gergen (1991) advanced the concept of self from a more individualistic 
viewpoint to a more relational perspective that depends on situations or social 
contexts. 
The above two conceptual models (Kohut’s, 1977 and Gergen’s, 1987,1991) have 
different perspectives. However, to examine the experiences of senior executive 
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women, this review will focus on a combination of the two perspectives: (1) a stable 
and cohesive self initiating action, and (2) a changing self in a particular social or 
work context. Incorporating the above conceptual framework, this literature review 
explores self-esteem and self-confidence of successful career women and their coping 
styles when faced with barriers or challenges throughout their corporate career. It 
consists of three sections: (1) the self in relationship to career development, (2) cor¬ 
porate challenges, barriers and career stages, and (3) personal attributes, coping 
styles and self-development. 
The Self in Relationship to Career Development 
Scholars have suggested that many internal barriers (personal attributes, 
self-esteem, self-confidence) and external barriers (glass ceiling, gender biases, 
corporate culture) prevent women from attaining senior level positions in corpora¬ 
tions (Bierema, 1994; Northcutt, 1991; Olivier, 1993; Wallace, 1994). The ‘concept 
of self, including the elements of self-esteem or self-confidence, may be affected by 
perceived barriers and challenges. This section of the literature review focuses on the 
internal barriers portion of the corporate puzzle, which may prevent executive women 
from successful careers, and applies the ‘self theories of Kohut (1977) and Gergen 
(1987, 1991) to executive women’s career development. 
The discussion of‘self and self-concept’ pertaining to women’s career develop¬ 
ment is prevalent in recent business literature (Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987; Blustein & 
Noumair, 1996; Catalyst, 1995; Mainiero, 1994). When reviewing literature on career 
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development and vocational choice, a prominent topic is the ‘self or self-concept 
(especially self-esteem and self-confidence). However, evaluation of self-concept has 
been a serious problem for researchers and continues to be an obstacle in gaining 
valid and cumulative knowledge on this topic (Gecas, 1982). Several career 
development researchers, (e.g., Gecas, 1982; Gecas & Mortimer, 1987; Gergen, 1987; 
Markus & Nurius, 1987), writing from a social psychological perspective, are exa¬ 
mining an integrated perspective on the ‘self. This view looks at an individual’s 
self-concept in one’s environment or social context in order to establish a more 
accurate method of measuring self-concept. Career men and women in corporations 
are evaluated or measured on their skills or competence. How one views or values 
oneself is important in career choice, since self-esteem and confidence are variables 
that may affect one’s abilities and career successes (Blustein & Noumair, 1996). 
Many different researchers study the topic of successful career women. How¬ 
ever, for this literature review the recent research on career executive women of 
Betz and Fitzgerald (1987), Bierema (1994), Blustein and Noumair (1996), Gecas and 
Mortimer (1987), Northcutt (1991), and Swiss (1996) will be the focus of this sec¬ 
tion. The other sections will introduce the research of Bass and Avolio (1994), 
Caffarola and Olson (1993), Catalyst (1995), Fagenson (1988, 1990), Kanter (1977, 
1983, 1989), Mainiero (1986, 1994) and Wallace (1994) as the primary studies on 
female executives and their corporate culture. Since the findings from the above 
researchers and scholars interrelate, they may also be mentioned throughout this 
literature review, rather than in just one particular section. 
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Betz and Fitzgerald (1987) wrote. The Career Psychology of Women, a compre¬ 
hensive book on career development which summarizes their own studies and the 
results of other research pertaining to career women, their choices and self-concept. 
Some of the studies they review include surveys on self-concepts (self-esteem or 
confidence) of career and noncareer women, comparing these results to the self-con¬ 
cepts of career men. They claim that self-concept (self-esteem or confidence) is an 
important variable in female career development or education, since females seem to 
report less confidence in their academic and career related capabilities than males. 
Betz and Fitzgerald (1987) summarize their analyses of studies in a chart listing 
several factors that facilitate women’s career development. These factors include: 
(1) individual variables (high ability, high self-esteem, strong academic self-concept), 
(2) background (working mother, supportive father, role models), (3) education 
(higher education and continuation in mathematics), and (4) home lifestyle (single or 
late marriage and no or few children). From their comprehensive review of these 
factors, two of the major individual variables identified by Betz and Fitzgerald (1987) 
which facilitate careers are high self-esteem and strong academic self-concept. How 
these variables or factors interrelate is unknown. 
Some of Betz and Fitzgerald’s analyses include studies or surveys on the career 
or professional choices that young adults make when choosing careers. They find 
that most females choose academic studies which do not include science and 
mathematics (known factors contributing to high self-esteem). Also, they find that 
those in female-dominated careers, such as, education or secretarial work, avoid 
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course work in math resulting in limited career opportunities. Thus women who have 
avoided math and science courses may have lower self-esteem or confidence limiting 
their career choices. Betz and Fitzgerald (1987) also note in their summary that the 
manner in which these factors interact and affect women’s career development may 
be poorly understood and in need of further investigation. 
Earlier studies reported by Betz and Fitzgerald (1987) find that men on the whole 
have a higher degree of self-esteem than women working in business. Yet, nearly a 
decade later, studies which include extensive interviews with highly successful wo¬ 
men, discover that executive women also have high self-esteem (Bierema, 1994; 
Mainiero, 1994; Swiss, 1996). Although some career or professional women are 
reported in studies to have higher self-esteem than non career women (Betz & Fitz¬ 
gerald, 1987), what affects their capacity to initiate appropriate action, handle dif¬ 
ficult situations and overcome barriers is not understood. As some recent researchers 
point out from their surveys and interviews, career females and males are similar in 
their evaluation of self-esteem and confidence (Northcutt, 1991; Olivier, 1993; Wal¬ 
lace, 1994). Self-esteem is a complex concept and individuals need to feel good 
about themselves in order to succeed, whether male or female (Brockner, 1988). 
Many complex interrelated factors, different periods of development of the partici¬ 
pants, and methodological differences, may contribute to some of the discrepancies 
found in the above studies. More studies on this topic are needed. 
Northcutt (1991) analyzed 249 career women (recognized as successful by 
their peers) on various personal characteristics contributing to their success. In her 
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study, she uses several survey questions developed by Rosenberg (1965) on self¬ 
esteem and several achievement/motivation questions based on Myers’ (1965) 
achievement/motivation scale. In addition, she interviewed a portion of the partici¬ 
pants in her sample. Northcutt (1991) finds that successful career women have high 
self-esteem and are high achievers. Northcutt (1991) concludes: (1) male career de¬ 
velopment theories are not applicable to females, (2) successful females in male- 
dominated careers have additional common characteristics, such as, independence 
and aggression, in addition to perseverance and hard work, and (3) the perceived 
characteristics of a successful career woman include achiever, self-confidence and 
risk-taker. She also concludes that the personal characteristics of successful women 
in male-dominated careers are similar to the perceived executive male characteristics 
in large corporations (Northcutt, 1991). 
While Betz and Fitzgerald (1987) and Northcutt (1991) find in their studies that 
career females and males are now similar in their evaluation of self-esteem and self- 
confidence, some of the studies done prior to the 1980’s on self-concept show that 
females report less confidence when compared to males in academic and career- 
related capabilities (Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987). Although these researchers discovered 
the importance of self-esteem and confidence, they were not able to explain how 
these major factors interrelate throughout female career development. Some recent 
research (Bierema, 1994; Lauterbach, 1993; Mainiero, 1994) on self-confidence of 
career or executive women utilize in-depth interviews rather than surveys to provide 
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greater understanding of the perceptions, opinions or experiences of executive 
women and their corporate careers. 
Bierema (1994) conducted in-depth interviews with 11 successful women for her 
dissertation. How Executive Women Develop and Function in a Male-Dominated 
Organization. She explores the corporate institution using participants who represent 
a few levels and types of businesses (e.g., plant manager, corporate executive), taking 
an ethnographic approach to her study. She interviews her participants, analyzing 
their experiences and how they perceive or learn to cope with the corporate culture. 
She finds that strong self-confidence serves as a defense mechanism when dealing 
with a patriarchal organizational culture. Bierema (1994) explains that executive 
women find ways to mitigate obstacles or barriers by developing and maintaining 
self-confidence. She contends that her participants are not insecure or frightened but 
highly confident and continue to work on enhancing their self-confidence. Her 
results demonstrate that self-confidence is very important in the development and 
ability of career women to function in a male-dominated corporate environment. She 
concludes that executive women cultivate high self-confidence through balancing 
career and personal life, their corporate position or longevity and self-development 
(Bierema, 1994). 
Another researcher claiming the importance of self-confidence in overcoming 
obstacles is Swiss (1996), who analyzes 325 women by utilizing surveys and inter¬ 
views. She identifies 10 major obstacles preventing women’s career advancement. 
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She finds that almost half of the career women in her study perceive their obstacles or 
barriers to be more external, attitudinal or organizational rather than personal or in¬ 
ternal. The other half seem to find their obstacles more personal or internal. One of 
the participants in her study asserts that to keep advancing she needs to be more ‘con¬ 
frontational’ rather than ‘relational’ and she didn’t necessarily want to change and 
adopt that type of style. The senior executive women in her study (over 75 of total 
325 studied) find that the differential and exclusionary treatment they experience 
presents them with challenges throughout their career. More than half of Swiss’ 
(1996) participants report that they advance more slowly in their careers than their 
male counterparts and that they need to work harder or become more innovative than 
men to overcome obstacles. Swiss also finds that some female managers are taking 
more control in their performance reviews and even inviting clients and colleagues to 
the theater or to family outings rather than to typical male golf games or bars. She 
concludes that some of the major ways women may overcome obstacles to career 
advancement include revising the organizations unwritten rules (such as informal 
socializing) and taking responsibility for overcoming gender barriers. High self- 
confidence or self-concept may be an important factor for women to continue to be 
risk-takers, high achievers or overcome obstacles (Swiss, 1996). 
Earlier studies that compare career male and female strategies of influence or 
power, find that women in lower level management positions may feel powerless and 
thus not confident (Mainiero, 1986). However, recent studies on executive women in 
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upper or senior management positions demonstrate that executive women feel power¬ 
ful and have a high level of self-esteem and confidence (Bierema, 1994; Mainiero, 
1994; Northcutt, 1991). The relationship between the individual’s self-confidence 
and one’s career position is not clear. Also, studies depicting some women as being 
dependent or feeling less worthy than their male counterparts may add to the belief 
that females are neither strong nor as capable as their male counterparts (Catalyst, 
1995; Lauterbach, 1993; Swiss, 1996). The notion of a self that feels worthy or 
having a self-concept that supports one’s career choice may be decisive for success 
(Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987). 
Several career development scholars (e.g., Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987; Blustein & 
Noumair, 1996; Markus & Nurius, 1987), classify self-concept as a major component 
of motivation or corporate success and, in particular, self-concept as being very 
important for business women. Gecas and Mortimer (1987), also career development 
scholars, define identity as an objective self-definition with continuous self-concep¬ 
tions anchoring the ‘self to social systems. They also view the self-concept as a mul¬ 
tifaceted phenomenon where individuals may define themselves via attitudes, beliefs, 
values and experiences along with their evaluative (self-esteem) and affective com¬ 
ponents (Gecas & Mortimer, 1987). Some researchers (Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987; 
Bierema, 1994) agree that pursuing self-regard or self-esteem is an important goal of 
every individual, male or female. Self-concepts, including various views and values 
of oneself, may be important components that determine success in a corporation. 
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Regarding self-concepts of women, Caffarola & Olson (1993) in their study on the 
psychosocial development of women, find the theme of the sustaining power of 
interpersonal relationships being central in the self-concept of women prevailing in 
their identity development or self-perception. Except for the theme of relationships, 
individual women have experienced very different developmental expectations 
(Caffarola & Olson, 1993). They propose that these differences may be due to 
different ‘senses of selves’, to varied experiences with ‘attachment and separation’ 
conflicts (e.g., different ‘caring’ relationships) or to varied experiences with career 
goals and accomplishments (Caffarola & Olson, 1993). Self-concept may be linked 
to social relationships and identity. 
Gergen’s (1991) research emphasizes the importance of the social context or 
social system as connected to one’s self definition, not only in identity, but also, in 
terms of action and context. He posits that the same action of an individual may be 
different in various contexts and that characteristics which we may attribute to a 
person may change depending on the environment (Gergen, 1991). Therefore, 
internal barriers, such as low self-confidence, may be associated with a particular 
social context. Recent studies (Bierema, 1994; Olivier, 1993; Wallace, 1994) on 
executive women identify the role of the corporate culture or context and its affect on 
career women’s self-confidence. In the field of career development, understanding 
the individual in relation to his or her environment may also be part of the puzzle. 
The roles that both internal and external barriers play need to be understood. The 
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following section discusses the corporate culture, challenges and external barriers, 
highlighting the experiences and career stages of executive women. 
Corporate Challenges. Barriers and Career Stages 
In reviewing business literature several scholars identify many internal barriers 
(self-esteem or self-confidence) and external barriers (glass ceiling or corporate 
culture) that may prevent women from attaining senior level positions in corporations 
(Bierema, 1994; Northcutt, 1991; Olivier, 1993; Wallace, 1994). This section of the 
literature review focuses on the external barriers and challenges women may face in 
the corporate culture. Executive women’s experiences in their corporate environ¬ 
ment and their maturation within various periods of their career will also be explored. 
Since the 1970’s, the number of executive women has increased in the work¬ 
place. By the 1990’s, although almost half of middle management are women, less 
than 5% of senior level management in American corporations are women (Bass & 
Avolio, 1994; Catalyst, 1995; Swiss, 1996). Currently, management in large corpora¬ 
tions are acknowledging that corporate problems might be preventing women from 
attaining senior positions (Kanter, 1977, 1983, 1989; Loden, 1985; Rosener, 1995). 
Recent studies (Catalyst, 1995; Duclaux, 1995; Golombok & Fivush, 1994; Swiss, 
1996) claim that executive women face barriers, such as gender biases or stereotypes, 
which may prevent them from attaining senior level positions and may limit their 
opportunities. 
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The problem of low numbers of women in senior management was so extensive 
that in 1992 Secretary of Labor Lynn Martin established the ‘Glass Ceiling Commis¬ 
sion’ to investigate and find ways to eliminate this phenomenon in corporations 
(Catalyst, 1995). In 1993, the Glass Ceiling Commission of the U.S. Department of 
Labor requested research proposals on this topic. One of the proposals chosen was 
from Catalyst, a non profit organization dedicated to the advancement of career 
women. Catalyst was commissioned to study different aspects of this issue. Catalyst 
(1995) recommends several corporate initiatives for breaking the glass ceiling inclu¬ 
ding: promotion of upward mobility, leadership and career development, diversity, 
mentoring, networks for women and work/family initiatives. In their report Catalyst 
describes exemplary case studies of several corporations using development programs 
for women to help overcome barriers. These corporations utilize various programs 
and techniques to remove cultural and environmental barriers, such as prejudice 
against alleged feminine characteristics (caring or relating to others), other stereo¬ 
types or gender biases. Catalyst (1995) concludes that attitude and policy or program 
changes need to be made from the policy makers of the corporations, employers and 
individual women. 
In reviewing literature of the 1970’s, one finds authors (e.g., Kanter, 1977; 
Bardwick, 1971) who advised women to ‘act like a man’, to compete using comba¬ 
tive strategies or to win at whatever the cost. Some of the early advice includes 
adopting the preferred male characteristics, such as assertiveness or aggressive 
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behavior and using more logical or abstract decision-making, rather than caring or 
emotional behavior (Helgesen, 1990; Loden, 1985). In the 1980’s advice to career 
women changed and Loden (1985) is one of the first authors on career women who 
advises them to be themselves and not to imitate men to climb the corporate ladder of 
success. Later on, the literature of the 1990’s continues to encourage women to be 
more like women (e.g., relational, empathic, and communicative) and not like men 
(Helgesen, 1990; Jordan, Kaplan, Miller, Stiver & Surrey, 1991; Reardon, 1995; 
Rosener; 1995; Tannen, 1994). If women are advised to have two opposite per¬ 
sonalities from one decade to the next, no wonder the protocol for executive wo¬ 
men’s behavior seems confusing or unclear, since the two behavior roles, ‘act like a 
a man’ or ‘be more like a woman’ are polar opposites. Perhaps a combination of 
personal characteristics (male and female) may be more realistic or helpful to execu¬ 
tive women’s attaining senior positions (Loden, 1985; Rosener, 1995). 
Business literature (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Loden, 1995; Tannen, 1994) highlights 
women’s feminine characteristics, such as caring in relationships and consensus de¬ 
cision making, as well as gender differences in leadership styles. Currently the cor¬ 
porate world may be undergoing changes, especially in terms of how leadership is 
viewed (Bass & Avolio, 1994). Two major leadership styles (hierarchical or top- 
down and participatory or web-like) are reviewed in business literature (Bass & 
Avolio, 1994). Several career development theories on leadership promote parti¬ 
cipatory management, a style which is used predominately by successful women 
(Bass & Avolio, 1994; Helgesen, 1990; Kanter, 1989; Loden, 1985). 
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Bass and Avolio (1994) find that “the traditional top-down hierarchical organi¬ 
zation that favors dictation by authority seems to be giving way to a more caring style 
and concern about relationships or collaboration across levels” (pp. 551-552). They 
call this ‘transformational leadership’. Transformational leadership refers to con¬ 
sensus building, participating and empowering management, while transactional 
leadership (characterized by traditional male leaders) is hierarchical or top-down 
management in large organizations (Bass & Avolio, 1994). They surveyed over 500 
men and over 200 women using a ‘Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire’ which they 
developed to measure four factors of transformational leadership (idealized influence 
or charisma, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and individualized con¬ 
sideration) and four factors of transactional leadership. They studied male and fe¬ 
male managers and conclude that women’s leadership styles are different than men’s 
and may be more suited to run companies in the 1990’s. Bass and Avolio (1994) 
and Rosener (1995) concur with Nelton (1991), a leading author on leadership styles, 
that the new generation of women managers may be characterized as being more 
open with colleagues, or as consensus builders, who may encourage wider partici¬ 
pation in decision-making in contrast to the traditional hierarchical style. 
One of the most respected authors on women in corporations is Kanter (1977, 
1983, 1989). She uses her expertise to counsel large corporations on changing their 
attitudes in order to utilize all competent employees. Kanter (1977) states that wo¬ 
men may not be able to attain senior level positions due to the fact that there are less 
women in proportion to men in the workplace. Her explanation may have been valid 
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in the 1970’s, since women were assumed to be a minority, but in the 1990’s they 
comprise almost one third of corporate upper management. Kanter (1989) advises 
corporate organizations to adapt to the general changing corporate environment and 
to incorporate women unitizing their unique skills, if corporations want to be suc¬ 
cessful in the 1990’s, an era of extensive global communication and change. 
Until the reorganizations of the 1960’s, large corporations had a small town, small 
company atmosphere where people knew each other (Kanter, 1977). They relied 
more on personal contact than on formal procedures, allowing workers to talk freely 
and socialize into groups. These ‘groups ‘ became known as the ‘old boy’s net¬ 
works’, consisting of male groups engaging in activities that reportedly maintain their 
‘brotherhood’ and exclude females (Kanter, 1977; Loden, 1985). Swiss (1996) states 
that the ‘old boy’s network’ may still exist and there are often unconscious, behind- 
the-scenes rules of work that sabotage many women’s productivity and recognition. 
Swiss (1996) states that 97% of the 325 women she surveyed believe that the ‘old 
boys’ network’ perpetuates gender bias and may be maintained by informal 
socializing. 
Mainiero (1994), an organizational scholar, completed in-depth interviews with 55 
senior executive women, the most prominent in America, and provides new insight 
on how these women achieved success. These women expressed ‘joy’ at working 
long hard hours, or working twice as hard as their male counterparts, and also ex¬ 
pressed the ‘thrill’ of accomplishing a ‘job well-done’. Her major finding includes 
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‘political skill’ as a vital aspect of a women’s career advancement. She finds that 
skill on speaking truth about business or not conforming to norms brings success 
(Mainiero, 1994). Most of the women she interviewed attribute their success to hard 
work, dedication, intelligence, luck, and opportunity that helped them advance, but it 
was the absence of‘political gameplaying’ that assured their eventual success 
(Mainiero, 1994). In her study of the political maturation process, she categorizes her 
data into four major ‘seasoning’ stages or clusters of ‘lessons learned incidents’: (1) 
‘Political Naivete’ (naive about the corporate culture, learning and knowing what not 
to say), (2) ‘Building Credibility’ (working within the system, working twice as hard 
and gaining trust exhibiting executive potential), (3) ‘Refining a Style’ (delegating 
and teambuilding, showing persistence and trusting one’s leadership style or deci¬ 
sions), and (4) ‘Shouldering Responsibilities’ (mentoring, teaching others, being a 
sole woman on top and managing a balanced lifestyle). Mainiero concludes that 
these executive women may have developed by refining their political skills, knowing 
what to say and do at appropriate times and maturing their ‘seasoned’ or evolved 
subtle interpersonal skills. 
Bierema (1994), in her study on women coping in a corporate world, also 
identifies three career stages, similar to Mainiero’s four stages, that her participants 
experienced with changing levels of self-confidence. Bierema’s (1994) three female 
career stages are: Acquiescence (learning the environment and culture). Competence 
(gaining technical and professional skills), and Influence (sharing the knowledge with 
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others). She notes that these stages are similar to Belenky, Clincy, Goldberger & 
Tarule’s (1986) levels for female knowledge in that self-confidence was lower in the 
first level and became higher as the participants gained experience, skills and more 
established in their environment (Bierema, 1994). The corporate environment may 
be an important aspect of career development. 
Some authors (Gilligan, 1982; Josselson, 1987; Nelson, 1996; Tannen, 1994) cite 
gender differences based on male/female personality, socialization differences and 
expectations, as possible obstacles for women’s success. Gergen (1991) points out in 
Gilligan’s (1982) theory, that women see themselves as existing in a web of rela¬ 
tionships held together by bonds of caring. Thus in Gilligan’s (1982) descriptions, 
identity was combined in a context of relationship or in terms of a ‘social context’. 
However, if Gilligan’s (1982) theory is applied to women in a work environment, not 
all women see themselves in a ‘context or web of relationships’. Some may be fo¬ 
cused on achievement. According to Wallace’s (1994) study, certain perceived 
gender differences do not appear when comparing executive males and females. 
There is no consistent evidence that males and females differ in cognitive style, 
creativity, independence, general self-esteem, empathy or sociability. Gender dif¬ 
ferences are believed to be greater than they really are (Baxter Magdola, 1989; 
Wallace, 1994). 
Swiss (1996) and Wallace (1994) find that senior female executives still face 
some of the gender biases and disadvantages of not being ‘one of the group’, 
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including not being perceived as totally accepted and still having to prove themselves 
more than their male counterparts. In addition, several researchers (e.g., Bierema, 
1994; Catalyst, 1995; Golombok & Fivush, 1994; Reardon, 1995; Swiss, 1996; 
Wallace, 1994) report that one reason executive women may not readily attain senior 
management positions is because of gender biases or prejudice in the corporate 
culture. Gender biases, which help preserve males dominating senior positions, may 
contribute to women’s motivation or to their misunderstood corporate behavior 
(Lauterbach, 1993; Loden, 1985; Helgesen, 1990). 
While studies (e.g., Fagenson, 1988, 1990; Mainiero, 1986, 1994; Walker, Illardi, 
McMahon & Fennel, 1996) on gender differences claim that women are perceived 
as less capable of leadership thus women may perceive themselves as less powerful 
in mixed gender groups and not as ready as men to express their opinion. Individuals, 
whether male or female, have self-perceptions that they develop and may help or 
hinder them from success in the corporate world. Many studies cite gender biases 
such as the old boys network as important external barriers preventing executive 
women from attaining senior positions (Catalyst, 1995). Besides these external 
barriers, other studies show that internal barriers such as self-confidence and special 
skills may also contribute to preventing career women from being successful 
(Bierema, 1994; Northcutt, 1991). Female executives may face a corporate culture 
which may devalue their work, femininity, and identity (Helgesen, 1990; Josselson, 
1987; Kanter, 1977, 1983, 1989; Rosener, 1995; Swiss, 1996). How these internal 
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and external barriers interact and interrelate is still not understood. The following 
section highlights their interaction using personal attributes and executive women’s 
coping mechanisms when handling difficult situations in corporations. 
Personal Attributes, Coping Styles and Self-Development 
Although the problem of senior executive women not attaining senior level posi¬ 
tions has been attributed to either internal (self-confidence) or to external (gender 
bias) barriers, both barriers may be interrelated. Combined internal and external bar¬ 
riers may be depicted by personal attributes or coping styles of career females, such 
as persuasion, exerting influence or planning strategies to overcome difficult situa¬ 
tions. This section of the literature review explores some of the internal and ex¬ 
ternal factors that helped career executive women during difficult situations or times 
of crises: personal attributes of successful career women, their skills, coping styles 
and their self-development in their corporate cultures. 
In female-dominated careers, success may be defined as being well-liked by their 
peers. In male-dominated careers, it is defined as having money, power, achievement 
and status (Northcutt, 1991). Until recently, male career models and perceived pre¬ 
ferred male personal attributes have been held in high regard in the corporate world. 
Many researchers acknowledge that good leadership is a combination of both mascu¬ 
line and feminine attributes (Loden, 1985; Rosener, 1995; Northcutt, 1991). Bass and 
Avolio (1994) report that the leadership style of being direct or hierarchical is per- 
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ceived as masculine and the participatory or teambuilding style is perceived as femi¬ 
nine. In addition, some of the participants in Northcutf s (1991) study state that if 
they were aggressive they were viewed as having a negative attribute (or being mas¬ 
culine) and if passive then they were considered submissive and not able to match 
men and their abilities. Gender bias may result in confusion and unclear established 
roles or models for career women or men to follow. 
One of management’s recent concerns in business is dealing with ‘care’ and caring 
relationships (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Leidtka, 1996; Nelson, 1996). This concern 
acknowledges the importance of the perceived female characteristic of‘caring for 
others’. Bass and Avolio’s (1994) research substantiates evidence of the trend in 
American corporations toward high-involvement work teams and consensus decision¬ 
making. This trend may be advantageous to the participatory leadership styles that 
some women already exhibit. Currently the recognized female traits of caring and 
being relational seem to be acceptable, and even preferred at times in the corporate 
culture (Bass & Avolio, 1994). Previously, however, these feminine traits were 
viewed as undesirable (Helgesen, 1990; Kanter, 1977; Loden, 1985). 
In the past, women in business were perceived as caring, relationship-minded, 
and participatory, but not capable of decision-making, achieving goals or taking risks 
(Helgesen, 1990; Northcutt, 1991; Swiss, 1996; Wallace, 1994). Many critics of 
career women cite their inability to be strong enough or to possess the skills for hand¬ 
ling challenges and difficult situations in business crises (Bierema, 1994; Loden, 
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1985; Olivier, 1993; Swiss, 1996). However, recent studies (Northcutt, 1991; 
Mainiero, 1994; Swiss, 1996) confirm that many female senior executives are per¬ 
ceived as capable as, if not better than, some of their male colleagues in decision¬ 
making, taking risks, setting goals and accomplishing tasks. In addition, studies show 
that career females claim their performance has to be superior to males before they 
will be promoted (Northcutt, 1991; Olivier, 1993; Rosener, 1995; Swiss, 1996; 
Wallace, 1994). While in the past, feminine attributes have been criticized as not 
belonging in the corporate world, changes seem to be evident (Bass & Avolio, 1994; 
Helgesen, 1990). In fact, several researchers (e.g., Betz & Fiztgerald, 1987; Loden, 
1985; Rosener, 1995; Wallace, 1994) suggest that attributes for managerial success 
are best described as a blend of male and female characteristics. 
In a recent study on senior executive women, Wallace (1994) reports on both the 
organization and the individual within the culture, conducting in-depth interviews 
with four senior level executives who work in hospital administration. Wallace’s 
(1994) female executives state that they believe they are disadvantaged because they 
are perceived as relatively submissive, passive and non-rational. Her study confirms 
that certain barriers exist but she believes that the center of the focus has been on 
individual struggle and not the nature of the organization and prejudice (Wallace, 
1994). She finds that in order to be successful one must understand the written and 
unwritten rules of the culture and organization. Wallace concludes that the barriers 
(e.g., the ‘glass ceiling’ or other subtle attitudes) some women may face in corpora- 
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tions may affect their effectiveness on the job and thus women may be perceived as 
less committed than their male counterparts. Her study reflects that both factors, the 
individual and the corporate culture, need to work together for career women to 
overcome barriers. 
Mainiero’s (1986) study on strategies employed by males and females in 
organizational situations reviews gender differences on power and influence in 
corporations. Mainiero conducts critical incident interviews comparing several 
business corporate strategies, attributing gender differences to a combination of 
structural and social learning theories. She interviews 98 males and females on 
specific frustrating workplace situations, where powerlessness may cause dependency 
on others, and compares their various methods and strategies. She finds that career 
females have to work harder than their male counterparts to gain similar positions 
(Mainiero, 1986). She claims females do not network as well as males, since they are 
not included or accepted in the corporate male network, where the belief that males 
hold more power than females is substantiated. Mainiero also finds that females tend 
to use an acquiescent strategy to a greater extent than males in coping with power¬ 
lessness, feeding into the ‘weaker sex’ stereotype. Her results show that male/female 
differences are small but females still are more easily influenced than males and there 
are differences in compliance strategies. She concludes that her results support 
Kanter’s (1977) viewpoint that powerless jobs may cause individuals to behave in 
powerless ways (Mainiero, 1986). 
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In Northcutt’s (1991) study, several participants define success as achieving their 
personal goals. They also rank self-confidence, having a strong achieving drive and 
setting goals as the top three personal attributes of successful career women. Having 
the ability to cope with complex situations that may arise concurrent with accom¬ 
plishing arduous projects, tasks, or handling difficult situations evokes certain skills 
that executive women may need to develop. Mentoring, education and training have 
been some of the important external factors that have influenced executive women in 
their careers (Bierema, 1994; Northcutt, 1991; Wallace, 1994). Several studies 
(Northcutt, 1991; Helgesen, 1990; Swiss, 1996) evaluating the attributes of successful 
females show that self-awareness and an ability to trust themselves when making de¬ 
cisions are also important factors for success. 
Although Northcutt’s (1991) study finds that a personal definition for success 
includes achieving one’s personal goals, other goals such as recognition of others, 
enjoying one’s work and contributing to others or society are important. The parti¬ 
cipants in Northcutt’s (1991) study define themselves and their success in relation to 
their own goals as well as to their relation with others rather than by money, position 
or status, which is more typical of male definitions of success. Other external factors 
such as mentors and education may help executive women achieve success (Catalyst, 
1995). Fagenson (1988) in her study on mentor and power, finds having mentors 
helps career females cope with difficult situations. Out of her 246 male and female 
participants, 65 upper management participants had mentors. She finds that indi- 
viduals’ perception of having power increases with those individuals having mentors, 
as well as having access to important people and greater resources of power than 
participants without mentors. The mentors (external influences) in Fagenson’s 
(1988) study affect the participants’ perception of having power, performing tasks, 
and ultimately, their ability to achieve success. Fagenson (1988) concludes that the 
perception or awareness of having support contributes to women’s own perception of 
power which may affect her ability to achieve success. 
Several recent studies state that executive women in male-dominated corporations 
may place high importance on certain internal or personal attributes, such as taking 
risks, planning strategies, gaining self-confidence, setting goals and adapting to 
changes (Bierema, 1994; Northcutt, 1991; Swiss, 1996; Wallace; 1994). Other 
studies affirm that external factors contributing to success include: mentors, edu¬ 
cation, continued personal growth, meeting challenges, and networking (Northcutt, 
1991; Olivier, 1993; Swiss, 1996; Wallace, 1994). The above studies have not 
interrelated the internal and external barriers that senior executive women perceive or 
the coping skills and styles they use during their careers. Although studies (e.g., Betz 
& Fitzgerald, 1987; Rosener, 1995) report that the underutilization of corporate wo¬ 
men may contribute to not developing their success oriented personal attributes, the 
belief in the capability of executive women to meet challenges and handle difficult 
situations may also be a factor contributing to executive women’s success. Both 
executive women’s personal attributes and the perceptions of themselves in a social 
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or work environment may interrelate, aiding executive women to meet challenges, 
overcome barriers and achieve success. However, how these challenges are met and 
what personal attributes or coping styles assist executive women in meeting these 
challenges have not yet been studied. 
Some studies show that females may contribute to their own powerlessness by 
portraying themselves as helpless individuals or victims in a sea of obstacles and 
transferring their own sense of inadequacy to other female counterparts (Ashcroft & 
Pacanowsky, 1996; Duclaux, 1995). Also, some researchers (Kanter, 1983, 1989; 
Mainiero, 1986, 1994; Wallace, 1994) claim that no one gives power away and that to 
attain power in a corporation one has to take it and feel comfortable with it. How¬ 
ever, the personal attributes of self-confidence, taking risks, and planning strategies 
may be developed or acquired through work experiences or opportunities presented to 
executive women throughout different stages in their careers (Bierema, 1994; 
Mainiero, 1994). Many women have the required skills to make better managers 
(Bass & Avolio, 1994) and by gaining experiences they may be able to perceive 
themselves as more competent than their male counterparts. 
If the work environment proclaims that a person has to be assertive and aggressive 
to gain information and resources (Mainiero, 1986; Kanter, 1977), then for an execu¬ 
tive woman to act powerless or as a victim creates a backlash effect on females trying 
to overcome powerlessness or helplessness. Executive women may perceive power- 
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lessness from both a personal or internal source and from an external source or their 
corporate position. In order to develop a personality that takes risks or is confident, 
one needs to gain experience or develop personal attributes for career success by 
acquiring adequate education, new opportunities and self-development in corporate 
training programs. 
Many complex issues and unanswered questions remain on how successful career 
women attain senior level positions. It is evident that the internal and external bar¬ 
riers are interrelated. More studies on how they interrelate and how senior executive 
women develop themselves, their styles, and their personal attributes developed 
within the organizations, would add to the partially studied aspects and incomplete 
knowledge base. Also, how these successful career women cope and manage their 
self-esteem and self-confidence while coping with difficult situations has not been 
studied or researched. Future studies on how senior executive women meet these 
challenges and barriers or cope with difficult situations may help clarify this dark 
area of knowledge and assist many aspiring corporate executive women to succeed. 
Summary 
Many theories in both the academic and popular literature attempt to explain why 
career women may be prevented from achieving success or senior level positions in 
large corporations. Scholars portray various factors, complex and interrelated, as to 
why this phenomenon might occur (Bierema, 1994; Wallace, 1994). The literature 
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enumerates internal and external barriers as well as identifying gender biases and 
prejudices. In a thorough analysis of career development studies (e.g., Betz & 
Fitzgerald, 1987; Bierema, 1994; Blustein & Noumair, 1996; Fagenson, 1988, 1990; 
Gecas & Mortimer, 1987; Kanter, 1977, 1983, 1989; Mainiero, 1986, 1994; North- 
cutt, 1991; Swiss, 1996; Wallace, 1994), a common theme and major internal barrier 
discussed pertaining to career women is self-confidence. Executive women’s self- 
confidence may be related to their overall concept of self or self-esteem (Kohut, 
1977) and may be one reason why, reportedly, business women do not readily take 
risks (Catalyst, 1995; Mainiero, 1994; Swiss, 1996) or do not take credit for any 
success they do achieve (Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987; Helgesen, 1990; Rosener, 1995). 
Socialization and environment may also play important roles in the development 
of women’s self-esteem or self-confidence which may affect their career choices or 
success (Blustein & Noumair, 1996). Researchers claim that executive women must 
overcome challenges or barriers to attain success (Catalyst, 1995). As a result of this 
literature review, the following conclusions on the previous three sections pertain to 
executive women succeeding in large American corporations. 
The Self in Relationship to Career Development 
Self-concept may be defined in terms of both stability and change. Like Kohut’s 
(1977) theory, this definition implies a general tendency to persistence and continuity 
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of attitudes and beliefs. However, culture, society and context play a role in the 
development of self-concept (Gergen, 1991; Markus & Nurius, 1987). Gergen’s 
(1991) theory defines self in a social context and he contends that people may be able 
to modify their self-concepts through changing, not only external surroundings, but 
also internal awareness as well (Gergen, 1991). Also, Blustein and Noumair (1996) 
add that an individual seeks ways to learn to maintain inner cohesion and through this 
awareness, pursues diverse experiences to adapt to changing circumstances. Self- 
concept is a major topic in career development literature and is an important ingre¬ 
dient for successful career women. 
Scholars have debated whether the value of self is intrinsic or externally depen¬ 
dent on what other people think (Gecas & Mortimer, 1987; Gergen, 1991; Kohut, 
1977). Studies show that successful career women rely on internal self value and 
respect rather than seeking respect from external sources or other people (Mainiero, 
1994; Northcutt, 1991; Wallace, 1994). However, Brockner’s (1988) study shows 
that individuals with low self-esteem are more influenced by their surroundings. In 
some cases, self-evaluation refers to the value placed on self-concept in a social 
context (Gecas 8c Mortimer, 1987), while at other times, self-esteem is perceived as 
self-evaluation by experiencing oneself (Betz & Fiztgerald, 1987). In any case, ex¬ 
periences of challenging opportunities are important for executive women to main¬ 
tain a high level of self-esteem and to build self-confidence or beliefs they can 
complete tasks successfully. 
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Corporate Challenges, Barriers and Career Stages 
Recent studies (e.g., Bierema, 1994; Olivier, 1993; Wallace, 1994) show that 
career women need to adapt to their environment and to understand their corporate 
culture in order to make it work for them. Similar studies by Mainiero (1986, 1994), 
Kanter (1977, 1983, 1989) and Swiss (1996) reiterate the importance of under¬ 
standing the culture and making sure that executive women learn to adapt to the rules 
of the corporate game. In addition, Kanter (1983) and Mainiero (1986) argue that 
while the organization plays an enormous role in keeping women from reaching 
positions of power, career women can overcome barriers. Both Wallace (1994) and 
Swiss (1996) conclude that career women need to meet challenges or the changing 
needs of a corporate culture by adapting their strengths into the corporate culture to 
succeed. 
There are different career stages that a career women may experience such as 
meeting challenges, refining leadership styles and helping others (Bierema, 1994; 
Mainiero, 1994). As executive women experience these stages, they may develop 
their leadership styles, confidence and other skills which enable them to succeed. 
Executive management could aid their development by giving business women ample 
opportunities to gain success or recognition in corporations. If supported and given 
the opportunity to develop, more executive women may be motivated and able to 
attain senior level positions in large corporations. 
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Personal Attributes, Coping Styles and Self-Development 
Studies (Kanter, 1989; Mainiero, 1994) show both the culture of the organization 
and personal attributes of an individual may have to change and adapt to the work 
context. Many executive women from Mainiero’s (1994) study report that they are 
required to keep a steady consistent self which adapts to a changing work environ¬ 
ment with different situations occurring when least expected. Besides meeting chal¬ 
lenges and barriers, career women may be required to take risks, make decisions, and 
trust themselves to take the appropriate action (Swiss, 1996). More education and 
training for female career development in corporations would give executive women 
the opportunity to explore their talents and broaden their skills to cope with difficult 
situations or the combined internal and external barriers they may face. 
Many different and complex factors exist that may prevent executive women from 
attaining senior level positions (Catalyst, 1995). Studies on self-esteem and confi¬ 
dence levels in women have been contradictory, such as, specifying business women 
in general have lower self-esteem than career men, while, other studies suggest that 
business women do not have lower self-esteem than men but lower self-confidence 
(Brockner, 1988). More studies on career women’s experiences in the corporate 
world where they could express their feelings, opinions and perceptions may clarify 
the female career development knowledge base. 
In the review of literature, internal barriers were hinted at by Northcutt (1991) and 
Swiss (1996) and verified by Bierema (1994) and Mainiero (1994). While Kanter 
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(1977, 1983, 1989) and Wallace (1994) expound upon external barriers, they claim it 
is the responsibility of the organization to provide opportunities for executive women. 
In reality, women face a blend of internal and external barriers which interrelate and 
the literature thus far does not show how senior executive women’s confidence is 
maintained in the real corporate world. Studies (Bierema, 1994; Catalyst, 1995; 
Wallace, 1994) show that more corporate programs are required for female execu¬ 
tives but they cannot be effective if they act in a void or vacuum. Workshops may 
not work if they only mandate ‘be confident’ or ‘be assertive’. More realistic studies 
on how senior executive women achieve their success or confidence, cope with 
barriers or challenges and develop themselves will shed light on a dark and unknown 
portion of the arena. 
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CHAPTER III 
METHOD 
The purpose of this study was to explore how senior executive women perceive 
challenges, overcome barriers, handle difficult situations and adapt to their corporate 
environment to succeed. A related purpose was to determine if Mainiero’s (1994) 
senior executive women’s career model of four stages applied to the participants in 
this study. This study focused on internal (e.g., self-confidence, personality traits) 
and external (e.g., gender bias, ‘old boy’s network’) barriers which may prevent 
senior executive women from navigating within the corporate culture. This study 
identified internal factors (e.g., skills, leadership styles) and external factors (e.g., 
education, professional support systems) contributing to the success of senior execu¬ 
tive women. The method for this study was qualitative descriptive research. This 
included conducting semi-structured interviews to gather data on the perceptions and 
experiences of senior executive women succeeding in corporations. This chapter will 
address the following topics: research design (including interview structure and 
sampling), data collection, data analysis, and limitations of this study. 
Research Design 
The research design of this study included examining the experiences of how 
senior executive women met challenges and felt about themselves handling difficult 
situations. This study described how the perceived major events and experiences of 
senior executive women’s careers influenced their leadership styles, choices, and 
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actions taken throughout their career. To gather meaningful data and to gain explicit 
knowledge on how executive women cope, the participants were encouraged to 
discuss in their own words their perspectives on their careers, challenges and barriers. 
In-depth interviews help reconstruct the participants’ present and past experiences 
by depicting their autobiographical accounts and narratives or reconstruction of the 
past in ways that make the present more comprehensible (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; 
Josselson, & Leiblich, 1995; Patton, 1980). In this process, the synthesizing function 
of the self (Erikson, 1968) was emphasized. Meaning is crucial in qualitative 
research, since how people make sense out of their lives, the participants’ perspec¬ 
tives and what meaning or assumptions they make in their lives is paramount 
(Bogdan & Bilken, 1992). The qualitative method was appropriate for this study. 
The focus of this study was on the perceptions and perspectives of the participants 
and descriptions of who they are, including their attitudes, beliefs, values and career 
experiences, along with their own self-evaluations. Understanding the self-evalua¬ 
tions of the participants and how they felt about themselves when faced with chal¬ 
lenges or barriers helped depict their confidence level as reported in this study. In 
general, high self-confidence does not necessarily imply high self-esteem, since self- 
confidence is situation specific and self-esteem seems to be a global trait. 
Through describing several difficult situations and challenges, participants in this 
study were asked to describe critical events, and to offer opinions on how they felt 
about themselves and their abilities (perceived self-evaluations) when accomplishing 
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their tasks or projects. The questions also were designed to allow the participants to 
express their knowledge, skills and experiences and how they participated or were 
personally involved in specific events. The sequencing of the questions followed a 
standard pattern of present tense questions first, then questions relating to the past, 
with future questions last in each interview (Patton, 1980). This allowed the twelve 
participants to relate recent events first, followed by historical ones, leaving the 
more difficult speculative questions for last, when the participants felt more 
comfortable (Patton, 1980). The questions contained a mixture of topics to elicit the 
feelings, opinions, and knowledge of the senior executive women being interviewed. 
The categories of questions reflected the participants’ perceived career profiles, 
corporate cultures, and challenges or barriers. Through interviewing senior executive 
women and exploring their corporate experiences, this study hoped to explore how 
they organized their world and what meanings executive women attached to events 
(Patton, 1980). 
There were three categories or data groupings of research questions. In this study, 
internal and external factors or barriers were separated initially and then brought back 
together in the third data grouping. The first category focused on the corporate indi¬ 
vidual and the perceived relationship of the individual to the corporate culture. The 
second category focused on external factors or barriers, challenges and career stages 
experienced by the senior executive women. The third category focused on a com¬ 
bination of internal and external factors (e.g,, personal attributes or coping styles in 
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difficult situations, education and professional support systems). The following 
outline illustrates the focal research questions of this study. 
The Self in Relationship to Career Development 
(1) The ‘concept of self, including the elements of self-esteem or self- 
confidence, may be affected by perceived barriers or challenges. Is positive 
self-esteem consistent, coherent and an integral part of career women, 
providing them with the capacity to initiate appropriate action and handle 
difficult situations? 
(la) When facing challenges and barriers, are senior executive women’s 
‘sense of selves’ derived primarily from their own subjective experiences 
or from others? 
(lb) What are senior executive women’s primary leadership styles and what 
roles do their leadership styles play in their careers? 
(lc) What are the major events in senior executive women’s careers 
contributing to their successes and how do career women feel about 
themselves when meeting challenges? 
Corporate Challenges, Barriers and Career Stages 
(2) Various challenges and barriers may be experienced by senior executive 
women during their career development. What are the major challenges or 
barriers they face, if any, and how do senior executive women handle them? 
(2a) During what periods, if any, in senior executive women’s careers do 
major challenges or barriers occur and what roles, if any, do these 
challenges or barriers play in developing who they are? 
(2b) Do the leadership styles (e.g., participatory or hierarchical) of senior 
executive women change when handling different challenges or 
barriers, and if so, how? 
(2c) Do senior executive women perceive career stages or different learning 
periods during their career development, and if so, what are they? If they 
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experience career stages, are they consistent or inconsistent with the 
female executive stages presented by Mainiero (1994)? See Chapter II 
for Mainiero’s stages: 
—Political Naivete (learning the culture and knowing what not to say) 
-Building Credibility (working twice as hard and gaining trust) 
-Refining a Style (trusting one’s leadership style and decisions) 
-Shouldering Responsibility (teaching others and mentoring). 
Personal Attributes, Coping Styles and Self-Development 
(3) Many different factors influence senior executive women’s behavior and 
coping styles during difficult situations. What roles do personal attributes, 
skills and internal characteristics play in their self-development and coping 
styles? 
(3a) What roles do mentoring and education play in the career self¬ 
development of successful senior executive women? 
(3b) How do internal factors such as self-esteem, self-confidence and 
leadership styles relate to external factors such as mentors, corporate 
culture and education? 
(3c) How do senior executive women manage their career self-development 
and how do their coping styles contribute to their career success or 
self-development? 
The research questions reflected the common theme of the ‘self or individual 
senior executive woman navigating within the context of a male-dominated corporate 
culture. The major topic of this study, the individual within the corporate culture 
or how senior executive women overcome barriers adapting to the corporate environ¬ 
ment were described in the above categories and reflected in the interview structure. 
Interview Structure 
The interview questions were organized into the same groupings as the three focal 
research categories listed above to give some structure and useful guidelines for the 
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interview process. The partcipants were asked a series of questions reflecting the 
focal research questions for this study. Each participant signed a written consent 
form (see Apendix A for Written Consent Form). Each category or grouping of 
interview questions contained seven or eight questions (see Appendix B for Sample 
Interview Questions). 
The first major grouping of questions was the self in relationship to career 
development. This group of questions included a brief career history of each 
participant, their primary leadership styles and a description of their corporate cul¬ 
ture. The second grouping of interview questions was corporate challenges, barriers 
and career stages. This group of questions included the participants’ description of 
any events involving corporate challenges and barriers they faced in their corporate 
culture. These questions also included how the participants’ handled projects with 
which they were uncomfortable and if they felt supported in the corporate environ¬ 
ment. Questions pertaining to career stages were also included in this group. 
The third grouping of interview questions was personal attributes, coping 
styles, and self-development. This grouping contained questions on personality traits, 
coping styles for handling difficult situations. Some of the questions in this group in¬ 
cluded the development of senior executive women’s career or professional self. 
Other questions in this grouping covered the participants’ experiences with education 
and their development of professional support relationships, including those with 
mentors, bosses and staff. 
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Sampling 
The participants of this study included twelve senior executive women who were 
from 37 to 58 years old and have had at least 10 years experience in their respective 
careers. All of the participants were from large corporations (at least within three or 
four levels from the highest position) or were in charge of their own company. Every 
participant had some corporate experiences and handled many business problems in 
their daily schedules. The participants were mostly from the Northeast, Mid-Atlantic 
and a few from the Southeast of the United States of America and were selected 
based on recognition in their area of expertise or by recommendations. The type 
of industries selected were financial (banking or insurance companies), public 
relations, management consulting and retail. The identity of the participants and their 
companies was protected by using pseudonyms and by not referring to their com¬ 
panies by name. The participants’ quotes and stories reflected this protection. 
Data Collection 
The method of study was qualitative inquiry. The major method of data collection 
was semi-structured interviews to allow for consistency in analyzing patterns but 
also to allow the participants to tell their own stories, perspectives and experiences. 
Originally, this study planned to conduct two interviews (45-60 minutes for each 
interview) with every participant. It was clear during the interview process that some 
participants could only schedule one interview (approximately 90 minutes) due to 
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their busy and demanding schedules. Four of the participants scheduled two inter¬ 
views and eight scheduled one interview with follow-up interviews on the telephone. 
During the interviews, demographic data (age, status, education) and a copy of 
their resume was gathered. The interviews were conducted in their office or in a 
quiet restaurant and were recorded using a small unobtrusive tape recorder. The 
interview questions were designed to help the participants place themselves in 
various difficult situations to describe their skills and coping mechanisms and to 
explore their various career phases. All the interviews emphasized the participants’ 
feelings, perceptions opinions, experiences and their future goals. 
Data Analysis 
This portion of the study involved bringing together the data in an organized 
manner to give meaning to the data collected from the interviews. Following an 
overall preliminary analysis of data gathered from the twelve participants, a more 
comprehensive analysis organized the data into groups, categories and themes or 
patterns. After interviewing the twelve participants, there were 16 tapes of inter¬ 
views representing over 18 hours of information from the interviews. Most of the 
transcribing was done by a professional transcriber producing over 200 pages of 
typed data. Each question and participants’ response was transcribed including any 
pauses or other pertinent observations (e.g., laughter, long silences). The data analy¬ 
sis included summarizing similar themes and patterns and also noting any exceptions 
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or idiosyncratic patterns. A personal profile of each participant, a summary chart 
with demographic data of the twelve participants (see page 57) and other lists sum¬ 
marizing key career stages (see Appendix C) and coping styles (see page 91) were 
included in the analysis. The data pertaining to career stages was compared to 
Mainiero’s (1994) seasoned female career stages (see page 126) to see if the data fit 
into her model or not, noting any similarities or exceptions. 
The following represents the strategy used for the data analysis based on the 
principles of Bogdan and Bilken (1992) and Patton (1980): 
(1) Gathered data about the thoughts, feelings and perceptions concerning the 
participants’ own stories. Developed a career profile for each participant. 
Grouped the data and noticed any particular sequence or exceptional events. 
Analyzed the data for patterns, analytical procedures or insights. Organized 
the data to fit into three broad areas and noted exceptions. 
(2) Categorized entities or things and events noting priority and frequency. 
Determined if any concept formation, dominating ideas or interrelationships 
of the data have developed comparing their relationships. Evaluated patterns 
and described any linkages or explanations from the analysis. Noted any 
competing or similar themes. 
(3) Completed deductive and inductive analyses. Isolated variables (internal and 
external factors) noticing if any patterns created any relationships to other 
themes or patterns. Prepared a process/outcome matrix listing variables, links 
and strong patterns providing a mechanism to organize the themes and out¬ 
comes. Prepared summaries and lists noting categories, themes and patterns. 
The results of the above analyses were summarized comparing patterns, themes 
and relationships and reported in the next chapter. The participants were quoted 
in the final data analysis and their responses were compared noting any similarities, 
nuances or differences. Any new categories that did not fit the original three 
categories were noted as issues or concerns. However, the three categories used 
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for the research questions were rearranged and reported in Chapter IV in three broad 
areas to encompass the results : (1) the corporate individual, (2) the corporate en¬ 
vironment and (3) the individual within the corporate environment. 
Limitations 
This study was constrained by time and resources; therefore, the sample was 
purposely selected. It was more convenient to select executives from the eastern 
part of the United States. The sample was not large enough or representative of 
different sections of the United States for generalizations. However, this in-depth 
study reported the perspectives of senior executive women and factors that contri¬ 
buted to their attainment of senior level positions. This study assumed that the 
experiences, opinions and knowledge of the participants were meaningful and would 
contribute to the overall knowledge base of female executive development. 
The researcher of this study had twenty years experience in corporate management 
prior to her own management consulting business. These common experiences with 
the participants were helpful in establishing rapport and to quickly understand their 
language and environment. Conversely, such presumed common experiences might 
lead to research bias such as, premature conclusions or presumed understanding. 
To minimize bias, the researcher composed questions which did not mention gender 
bias or the old boys’ network and listened carefully to each participant’s descriptions 
of their own experiences and their environment. The researcher also asked each 
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participant to define in their terms culture, career and success so as not to prede¬ 
termine or presume responses and to assist participants in answering from their 
experiences and perspectives and not in ways they thought the researcher would like 
or expect them to respond. 
The next chapter of this study consists of two major parts: career profiles and 
the results from the data analysis. The first part includes a profile of each participant 
with a demographic summary chart listing the full sample. The second part includes 
the data results outlined in three sections covering the topic of the individual adapting 
to a corporate environment. The major interview categories which were identified in 
the focal research questions were incorporated into these three sections: (1) the 
corporate individual, (2) the corporate environment and, (3) the individual within the 
corporate environment. 
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CHAPTER IV 
RESULTS 
The primary purpose of this study was to explore how senior executive women 
handle difficult situations or crises, meet challenges or confront barriers and to iden¬ 
tify factors that contribute to their successful careers. A secondary purpose was to 
describe career stages or periods as defined by the participants. The comparison of 
the career stages to Mainiero’s (1994) four stages will be presented in Chapter V. In 
this chapter, the first part will describe a career profile and demographic information 
for each of the twelve participants. The second part presents the results organized 
into three broad categories: the corporate individual, the corporate environment and 
the individual within the corporate environment. The findings are complex and inter¬ 
related but for analysis purposes they will be reported in three separate sections. 
Career Profiles 
The twelve participants varied in age from 37 to 58 and all had a minimum of ten 
years of corporate experience. Each participant has a pseudonym and the names of 
their companies are not disclosed. Some had over ten years experience in the same 
company and some started their own companies after several years in various cor¬ 
porations. They described highlights in their careers, their strengths and weaknesses, 
some of the challenges or barriers they faced during their careers, and their predomi¬ 
nant leadership styles. The following chart summarizes the status, education, leader¬ 
ship styles and demographics of the twelve participants. 
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Table 1. Participant Summary Chart 
Name 
Age/ 
Education 
Marital 
Status 
Number of 
Children 
Business 
Location 
Type of 
Business 
Leadership 
Position Stvle 
Willa 52 yrs old 
MEd 
divorced no children rural MA entrepre¬ 
neur 
and sales 
owner and 
manager 
direct 
leader 
Linda 58 yrs old 
BA 
separated 4 children Philadel-, 
phia, PA 
consulting 
employee 
programs 
director of 
human 
resources 
particpa- 
tory leader 
Pam 53 yrs old 
BA 
married 2 children Miami, FL public 
relations 
general 
manager 
participa¬ 
tory leader 
Nora 38 yrs old 
Attorney 
at Law 
married no children New York 
City 
law firm partner in 
law firm 
direct 
leader 
Bar¬ 
bara 
40 yrs old 
BA 
divorced no children Boston, 
MA 
financial 
institution 
group 
head, v.p. 
participa¬ 
tory leader 
Susan 42 yrs old 
BA 
married no children Miami, FL specialty 
shops 
dept 
head mgr 
participa¬ 
tory leader 
Claire 37 yrs old 
BA 
separated 2 children New York 
City 
financial 
institution 
group 
head, v.p. 
negotiating 
leader 
Hea¬ 
ther 
39 yrs old 
BA 
married 2 children New 
Jersey 
financial 
institution 
group 
head, v.p. 
negotiating 
leader 
Ruth 42 yrs old 
BA 
married 2 children New York 
City 
financial 
institution 
group, 
head, v.p. 
negotiating 
leader 
Marie 41 yrs old 
2 BA’s 
divorced 2 children Philadel-, 
phia, PA 
financial 
institution 
dept, 
head mgr 
direct 
leader 
Diane 49 yrs old 
MA and 
MEd 
divorced no children rural CT owner of 
manage¬ 
ment CO 
owner and 
consultant 
participa¬ 
tory leader 
Kay 48 yrs old 
BA 
divorced no children New 
Jersey 
financial 
institution 
dept. 
head, 
s.v.p. 
direct 
leader 
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Four of the senior executive women owned companies but previously spent many 
years in large corporations. One of the four had just sold her company and reports to 
the CEO of a larger global public relations corporation. One participant reported to 
the CEO of a large financial institution and five of the participants were group heads 
reporting to a level or two below CEO. Two other participants reported to a group 
head or general manager who reports to the CEO or president of a corporation. Two 
of the participants who worked in corporations related that they confronted barriers to 
which they felt the only solution would be to start their own companies. These parti¬ 
cipants planned to start their own companies in the near future. 
The participants’ descriptions during the interviews reflected their past and 
present corporate experiences. Most of the participants related their experiences to 
aid other executive women and were dedicated in participating, articulating and 
giving many thoughtful responses in order to help complete this study. They all 
claimed to have learned something about themselves and were very enthusiastic 
about learning the results from this study. The following represents the career 
profiles of the twelve participants. 
Willa 
Willa at 52 is a marketing consultant, career counselor and entrepreneur who 
opened her own bed and breakfast in Massachusetts in 1989. She’s divorced with no 
children and has been a career woman for over 20 years in marketing and education. 
She was employed in sales at a large communications corporation for over 15 years. 
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Despite being quite successful in sales, she felt there was gender bias and discrimina¬ 
tion since she was excluded from the informal all-male get-togethers. She was fired 
from her company four years ago and started her own entrepreneurial business which 
includes consulting in sales and marketing and managing her bed and breakfast inn. 
Recently she expanded the capacity of her inn by increasing the inn’s income three¬ 
fold and managed the reconstruction project, keeping the Victorian style or architec¬ 
tural integrity while enlarging the physical inn by a third. 
Willa and her partner designed and planned the remodeling with Willa making 
final decisions since she is the owner and responsible for its success. She has con¬ 
ducted various seminars for aspiring innkeepers and has recently been requested by 
the local chamber of commerce to be a marketing consultant for them. Willa has a 
masters degree in education and described herself as a sales and marketing entre¬ 
preneur. Willa described her experience in corporate life as follows: 
I used the self-confidence that being in sales helps foster in you. What 
happened as a result of working for that company was that I was a very 
successful salesperson, and that helped to build my self-esteem to the point 
where I was able to stave off persecution by my manager for five years. I 
came out of it and I’m healed now. It only took me four years to recover, 
which is pretty good. 
Willa felt she has grown a great deal these last few years and keeps building her 
skills and confidence by successfully accomplishing various projects and goals. 
Willa stated that she has been motivated by her guests enjoying their stay and the 
reconstruction of her inn. All the rooms are decorated in early American and the 
detail is reflected in each of her thirteen rooms. Willa’s leadership style is direct. 
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She shows her staff what she expects and how it should be done. She claimed to be a 
perfectionist at times but she feels it’s worth it when her guests praise her work. 
Willa related that her vision and attention to details has helped her accomplish her 
goals. As an officer on the board of directors for community and professional organ¬ 
izations, she stated that one of her major goals is to add value to her community. 
Linda 
Linda presented herself as witty and loving to solve problems. At 58, she is group 
head of human resources for a global insurance consulting company. She doesn’t 
want to continue her corporate career and is ready for a new career in the arts when 
she retires. However, she feels fortunate to have had quite a rewarding, eventful and 
highly accomplished career. This includes a family of four children. She never 
missed work. She had children during her two-week vacations every two or three 
years. Fortunately, she had her mother-in-law living at home to help with the chores. 
Linda described her success strategy as picking certain areas, focusing on them and 
eventually becoming an expert in these areas. She said: 
Yes, that would be my strategy. And that, to me, is a very obvious business 
strategy for success in anything. If you figure out what set of information you 
need to succeed, and maximize that, then you’ll succeed. People go into all 
these areas because they want the choice or whatever. They’re not sure. They 
don’t realize that if you just stay focused, you don’t need all those choices, 
because you know ten times as much. 
She added that the process of gaining skills and expertise contributes to increasing 
her self-confidence. She explained that this was how she maintained her confidence. 
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Linda has a group of loyal employees who have followed her from position to 
position. She surrounds herself with a productive or expert staff so that she could 
focus on her duties. Hard work, loyalty, focus and attention to details are reportedly 
the secrets to her success. Linda claimed to be a perfectionist who is good with 
numbers and skilled as a technical writer. Most of her previous career experiences 
were with smaller consulting firms. During the last ten years, she has found it 
difficult to maneuver in a large corporation due to many layers of bureaucracy but 
appreciates its benefits. Although she has made it close to the top in her firm, she is 
modest and does not consider herself a senior executive. Her leadership style is 
participatory and she prefers staff meetings to giving presentations. Linda has 
dedicated her life to her career and claims she has served her bosses well. She is now 
ready to retire and enjoy her grandson. 
Pam 
Pam at 53 is a successful public relations expert who rose rapidly in the 1970’s 
in a few of New York City’s corporations, acquiring her training in public relations. 
She is a creative entrepreneur in the Miami area who just sold her company which 
she had developed for over 15 years. She accepted a position of general manager for 
the Miami division in the company which bought hers. She has won many awards for 
outstanding work in her field and for her many community projects. Her guiding 
principles include making an impact in her decision-making, creative hard work. 
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pleasing her clients and enjoying her work. Pam described her professional rela¬ 
tionship with her clients this way: 
It was a wonderful reward to have someone calling you and saying we want 
you back and I attribute that to building a strong relationship with my clients, 
never allowing the anticipation level to be disappointing on the client side. 
Whatever that client anticipates, you lead that person to that anticipation, 
never allowing disappointments. Well, you try never. There may be disap¬ 
pointments along the way and we may never achieve what we try. We are not 
perfect but we never push a client to expect something that we can’t deliver. 
The culture she developed for her company includes a professional support system 
similar to what she experienced in her early years. She is a mother of two children 
and her husband, also successful, has supported her throughout her career. 
Pam claimed to never tire of working and completing successful projects. Repor¬ 
tedly, she enjoys the accomplishment of a job well-done and having clients pleased 
with the results. Her leadership style is participatory in that she works well in a 
consensus decision-making atmosphere. Pam is looking forward to her new position 
and is making plans to move to downtown Miami to start her new position. Her 
office is covered with awards she has won for outstanding work and creative pro¬ 
grams. Pam felt proud of her accomplishments and claimed she always had fun with 
her projects. She stated that she couldn’t think of a better life than her integrated 
career and family life. 
Nora 
Nora at 38 is one of the younger participants and is already cofounder with her 
partner of a very successful law firm in New York City. She described herself as 
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independent, smart and ambitious. Her mother, who was a successful professional, 
was her role model contributing to Nora’s strong identity and close family ties. She 
is happily married and plans to have a family after she redesigns her penthouse apart¬ 
ment. After several years of working in large corporate law firms, she decided to 
open her own firm to assure that her ethics and integrity could flourish. She stated 
that her responsibility of making corporate policies has increased her awareness of 
making decisions that create an impact or affect the welfare of others. 
Nora depicted herself as having strong principles. She said her secret to main¬ 
taining her confidence was to seldom accept a task that she didn’t feel she could com¬ 
plete successfully. If she could, she would outwit her competitors so that in the end 
her clients would win. Nora viewed herself as having a direct style of leadership and 
as being critical of her staff. However, she also claimed to be supportive and to re¬ 
ward her staff well for a job well done. She related that she had an important female 
mentor early in her career working in the New York District Attorney’s Office. Nora 
was allowed to prosper and develop there by being assigned tasks that a more 
seasoned attorney ordinarily would do. She described her career goals as follows: 
My goal is to try to become better and better at what I do. I always knew that 
I was very independent. I’ve always done things my own way. I’ve always 
known that I’ve been right. I’m pretty strong-minded about certain decisions. 
I just want to be competent at what I do, and organized. My own ambition is 
to have a more balanced life. I mean, for me, it’s balanced, and I’m very 
happy. However, based on the common person, it isn’t. 
Nora claimed to give 100% to her career and 100% to her husband. She did not have 
enough time to do the entertaining most lawyers do. Nora also teaches at top univer- 
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sities in the city and is a member of professional societies. She described her ideals 
to include fairness and justice, which she expects those who work for her to practice. 
Barbara 
Barbara is a 40 year old group head executive in charge of the systems and tech¬ 
nological department of a large financial organization in Boston. She described 
herself as organized, oriented to detail, technical and people-oriented. She is di¬ 
vorced with no children. She claims to not know how career women accomplish both 
career and family since she feels drained after a day of hard work. Barbara stated that 
the main purpose in her position is to help her staff get the job done. She claimed to 
enjoy managing people, including doing performance reviews. She described her 
staff as follows: 
The people who work for me call me the Rock of Gibraltar from a support 
perspective. I believe in letting my people do their jobs, but being 100 percent 
behind them. If they run into trouble and they need help. I’m still capable, 
today, of rolling my sleeves. I don’t code, but I can certainly go through their 
product, telling them where it’s wrong, helping them direct or rephrase it and 
figure out how to get back on track. I continuously monitor it with them. 
Since she enjoys solving problems, she presented herself as not being afraid to be 
hands-on with any problem her staff may present to her. She reported that her secret 
to success is that she and her staff must be accountable for every task that they are 
assigned. She claimed that strong communication skills are necessary so that every¬ 
one is clear about what they have to do and when they have to complete their tasks. 
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As a child, she excelled, winning awards for her scholastic achievements. She just 
kept moving ahead faster and faster. She finished college at 20 and decided to go 
into the business world to prove her talents. Barbara reported to have worked hard as 
a child since her parents thought she was never accomplishing enough. Barbara des¬ 
cribed herself as a quick learner, truthful and as expecting honesty from her staff. 
Some of her management skills include an ability to complete projects on time, 
analytical skills and perseverance. 
Susan 
Susan at 42 is a marketing department head of a group of specialty shops in a large 
management corporation located in Florida. Her goal is to be the general manager 
of her owning shopping center and has plans to accomplish this task. She presented 
herself as creative, stylish and claimed to be intuitive as to what will be popular or 
sell well. Her company has many specialty shop centers throughout the United States 
and hers is the largest and the role model for her corporation. She described her big¬ 
gest challenge as the constant changing world of merchandising. She said: 
It’s a crisis on a constant basis. It keeps me going and changes every day. 
There are difficult situations every day. An example of one is a team that is put 
together of contract labor and contract services. There are problems that you 
do not expect between them. Actually there are services that they performed 
that you would not approve of or want to pay for. So I have to deal with the 
carpenter and tell him “Not on this property and take it back.” 
Susan presented herself as warm but also tough and firm, having high standards that 
all those who work for her must follow. 
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She has a keen sense of fashion or trends and is devoted to being on the ‘cutting 
edge’ with the merchandise she brings into her company, remaining tasteful and 
sensitive, careful not to offend anyone. Susan’s skills include a talent for presenting, 
organizing or managing the set up of challenging displays with visually appealing 
merchandise. Her company atmosphere is small and informal, but professional and 
competitive with other leading merchandisers. She claims that going to the head 
corporate office is not one of her favorite activities since “the personnel are fearful, 
unfriendly and not as gracious or warm” as her staff is. She reported her leadership 
style as predominantly participatory, or showing by example, and enjoying the co¬ 
operative decision-making process. In relating a story of her working relationship 
with her assistant, one can recognize her communication skills and ability to develop 
the people who work for her in a genuine caring way. Susan is looking forward to 
starting her own center and having a chance to excel as a merchandising expert 
utilizing all her creative skills and style. 
Claire 
Claire at 37 is a CPA and senior officer for one of the largest financial institutions 
in the world. Her expertise in accounting and business has catapulted her into upper 
management where she is group head reporting to the Vice Chairman and President. 
Her humble beginning with no role models except for her mother’s dreams for her 
daughter, has fortified her to being one of the true leaders in her field. She seems to 
66 
not be afraid to discuss her skills nor to introduce new policies while learning about 
her new position. She described herself as a decision-maker who learned how to get 
support from others. Her secret for success is as follows: 
I’m a deep thinker. I’ve learned the hard way that physical exercise is really 
important to coping with problems. When I wasn’t exercising, business 
seemed overwhelming. When you feel isolated and you’ve got to do things by 
yourself, you become egocentric. So when you do have a problem and you 
don’t have a network, you feel that it’s all on your shoulders and you can’t 
reach out. 
Claire described herself as learning through experience the importance of networking 
and increasing her self-development to maintain her self-esteem and confidence. 
Although Claire described herself as a skilled problem solver and assertive in pur¬ 
suing what she believes is right, she does not appear aggressive but rather soft spoken 
and personable. She claimed she had to learn a lot about corporate life when she 
started her climb up the ladder. She was not aware of sophisticated clothing styles 
New York business women wore and had no idea what clothing brands to buy. As 
she progressed, she said she became stylish, more sophisticated and polished. She 
believes that “one can overcome whatever obstacles one encounters since one can 
always do something about them.” 
Claire portrays herself as a woman of action, determination and flexibility. She 
also considers “being organized, taking care of oneself, reaching out to people and to 
feel good about oneself’ as major components of a successful executive woman. Her 
motto is, “Don’t just do things because it’s the corporate way. Feel really good about 
what you’re doing.” She claims that negotiating is the most effective leadership style 
67 
for her at this point in time. She receives many calls from her colleagues to answer 
questions since she is quite resourceful in answering them or finding out how to get 
the answers. Claire is separated with two children, caring for both her family and 
career. She has managed to devote herself to her career utilizing her political skills to 
help her achieve success. 
Heather 
Heather at 39 is head of a trading department for a large financial institution in 
New Jersey. She is happily married and has two children, claiming to enjoy both her 
career and family life. She presented herself as deliberate in her thinking and careful 
in what messages she is communicating. Her leadership style is negotiating. Her 
style includes presenting the tasks to be done or encouraging loyal followers to com¬ 
plete the tasks successfully. 
Her biggest challenge at work was dealing with a revolving door of new bosses 
every six months. One boss kept putting up obstacles to her promotion by saying the 
position she sought required a greater responsibility and time commitment than a 
mother with young children could accomplish. She confronted him claiming that she 
felt she was not being promoted since she was a working mother and she was not 
comfortable with this. She eventually got promoted and her boss gained her respect 
becoming one of her mentors throughout her career. 
Heather claimed to be opinionated but has a strong belief system telling her what 
was fair or inequitable. She knew there wasn’t a part of the job that she couldn’t do. 
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She faced many challenges and obstacles or barriers but she was keen and aware 
enough to recognize them. For example. Heather seemed clear on who she was and 
what she needed to do to succeed. She spoke to her boss this way: 
I was very well established and entrenched here, and held in high esteem. No 
problems there. But this is interesting. I told my boss, “Okay, here’s where I 
am. Here’s what I think. Here’s what my expectations are.” And he says, 
“Okay. Fair enough. We will map out where you are, where you need to be, 
and they’ll be no question”. And I said, “Okay. Fair enough. 
She described herself as not afraid to speak up for what she wants, using her assertive 
traits appropriately. Heather didn’t think these barriers pertained to internal or per¬ 
sonal limitations with herself, but saw them as outside herself or as external barriers. 
She felt her company was not committed to her career development. Heather repor¬ 
ted that her confidence level was low but her political savvy helped her make the 
right moves and get the promotion she wanted. Her advice to younger female 
executives was to “not make rash decisions, to observe those around you and to stick 
to your goals.” Heather seemed successful at home and at work. She is able to 
balance all her responsibilities. 
Ruth 
Ruth knew from early on that she loved working and was going to combine family 
and career to be one of the most successful women in the Wall Street area. At 42, she 
has a very supportive husband and together they juggle the responsibilities of home 
and work. She has spent over 20 years in business and is currently group head in a 
very large financial institution in New York City. Her reported talents include busi- 
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ness expertise, precise decision-making and being focused on the tasks at hand. 
Ruth’s demeanor is professional, encompassing listening to others. She described her 
work relationships as loyal and many colleagues call her for her advice. Ruth des¬ 
cribed her career and ambition this way: 
I’ve always done well. I wouldn’t call it ambitious it’s just that I wanted 
to do well. Whatever I was going to do, I was going to do a good job. That 
was part of it. It’s not like I have this aspiration that I want to go to the next 
level. But if I’m working hard, and if there is a next level, then I should get it. 
Ruth felt that she deserved to receive recognition and a promotion but she also 
realizes that she is not aggressive enough and is very loyal to her boss. 
Ruth claimed she is good at numbers and also enjoys solving difficult problems. 
She reported that her leadership style is primarily as a negotiator. Ruth described 
her career as always working hard, having great performance reviews and as having 
proved her skills and capabilities. Recently, she questions whether her company 
supports her 100 percent. She was to be promoted to a higher principle level but it 
was granted to a less qualified colleague. Ruth now feels she confronted the ‘glass 
ceiling’; whereas two months ago, she would never have thought this way. Her 
morale seemed to be affected by this oversight, although her boss assured her she was 
next on the list for promotion. Meanwhile, Ruth continues to help all her colleagues, 
including the one who got the promotion she wanted. Ruth claimed that her secret to 
success is establishing a network or support system and being a team player. She 
reported that her personality traits include “reliability, assuming responsibility and 
gaining the trust of others.” 
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Marie 
Marie is a 41 year old divorced mother of two children who presented herself as 
articulate and witty. She has just started a new position as head of the technical fiscal 
security for a large financial institution in Philadelphia. She travels more than she 
would like, but enjoys her work and has fun every day. Her enthusiasm seems to en¬ 
compass her personal and career life. She bought a large house which she decorates. 
Marie claimed that she learned to be more of a direct leader by giving out tasks that 
she keeps track of or manages. She presented herself as extremely busy having no 
time to teach others by example since her work is quite different from her subordi¬ 
nates. She has her senior staff do most of the teaching to her junior staff. Marie 
described when she realized that she had a career and not a job this way: 
The difference between having a job and having a career is that having a 
career, you can’t walk away. You are committed to what you are doing, and 
you must take on a certain higher level responsibility in the work that you’re 
doing. That’s when I started to have a career. Realizing also, that when you 
have a career, you are in control. No one’s in control of you. You’re deter¬ 
mining your future and your steps. 
Marie described taking a year off from her career. When she went back to work, 
she related how she had to learn to balance her career and home responsibilities. 
She maintains good relationships with her boss and clients and is now somewhat 
guarded with her personal life. In her last position, a woman who worked for her was 
insubordinate and actively pursued Marie’s resignation. She now feels betrayed and 
is careful before trusting her colleagues and staff. However, she feels comfortable 
where she is now. Her advice to younger female executives is to “guard your per- 
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sonal life and do not present your private life as an integral part of the work environ¬ 
ment.” Marie described the differences between presenting oneself as feminine 
versus just being comfortable as a woman or female executive. She states that she 
has learned to not overdo dress, make-up or hairstyle and to “fit into a success mode 
of understating feminine appearances.” Her secret to success is to be consistent and 
to maintain an upbeat personality at work so that her clients, colleagues and superiors 
know what to expect from her. 
Diane 
Diane at 49 is a successful entrepreneur who attained senior executive positions in 
the 1970’s. She was general manager, director and buyer for several large retail 
stores in the New York area. She devoted herself to a thriving career and traveled 
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extensively, introducing new items to New York City stores from all over the world. 
She is now founder and director of a very successful management company that 
teaches entrepreneurs how to be leaders in a changing world and corporate leaders 
how to be successful in the 21st century. She described herself as having achieved 
several accomplishments as well as overcoming disasters, including the liquidation of 
one of the largest retail stores in New York City. After completing her retail business 
career, she has been directing her management consulting firm or new career for the 
last five years. 
Diane works closely with many different types of businesses and is able to analyze 
their needs. Diane described herself and her previous retail career as follows: 
72 
To avoid being dominated, I was always the boss. I might be the only person 
I know that spent 25 years in an industry where I really worked for myself. 
I mean looking back on it, I can say, “Yes, of course, that’s what I was doing”. 
Now I always solve problems with other people. I don’t rely on me. If there is 
something I can’t see. I’ll call somebody. I’ll always look for mentors. 
She learned early in her career to develop a strong support system which included 
some of the world’s experts in relationships to maintain self-esteem and confidence. 
She continuously challenged herself by taking on new ventures, including becoming a 
marathon runner and equestrian. She reported that her confidence grew from meeting 
new athletic challenges as well as new business ventures. She was happily married 
for many years. However, after her divorce, Diane was devastated about losing her 
partner and having to build her life over again. She claims to never stop growing, 
working hard on her career and self-development. She has two graduate degrees, one 
in English and one in education. Diane lectures at top universities in New York City 
and continues to regard her growth and development as important aspects of her life. 
Kay 
Kay at 48 has achieved a senior level position reporting to the CEO of a large 
financial institution. She presents herself as articulate and bright with political savvy. 
She seemed direct and comfortable with truth. Kay knew from an early age that she 
wanted to be a successful business woman. She had no qualms or doubts about not 
wanting children and planned to devote herself to her career. She came from a large 
family and her parents always told her how great she was, saying she could do any¬ 
thing she wanted to do. Although divorced now, she feels marriage is important and 
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looks forward to having a new partner. Kay seemed aware of her strengths and her 
strategic ability to succeed in the corporate world. She relied on her political skills 
that she developed at work. She said: 
I would say I definitely size up a situation, if you call that political. I learned to 
play golf so that I could play golf with the men. Now some women would say, 
‘Til never do that. Let the men come to me.” All right. That’s just another 
strategy. If you gave me a deal to analyze the financial competitiveness, it 
wouldn’t be the best thing I could do. However, if someone has to speak to 
200 new people in the company, you should send me down. 
Kay’s portrayal of ‘playing the game’ exemplified her willingness to not judge 
corporate games but to play within their rules and to use her strategy skills to win. 
Kay claims that the nature of being a great leader is to have people follow you 
wherever you go and care for you since you support them and compensate them: 
“You take care of them and they take care of you.” She has observed other senior 
executive leaders throughout her career and would always strive to outdo them. If 
they got promoted in one year she would try to get promoted in nine months. She 
described herself as competitive and an ‘impact player’ or one who makes decisions 
for the welfare of others. Kay described how she built a professional support system 
throughout her career which has helped her achieve success. Her drive and ambition 
have reportedly helped her get through difficulty and to finally get promoted. She 
also described herself as a strategist and politically astute which are important 
qualities in her business. Her many career accomplishments are examples of her 
successful maneuvers in corporations that serve as a role model for others to follow. 
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Results of Data Analysis 
This part of Chapter four describes the results from the data analysis of the 
interviews conducted with the twelve participants. The results are reported in three 
major sections: the corporate individual (or senior executive woman), the corporate 
environment, and the individual within the corporate environment. The first section 
describes the participants’ self-perceptions (e.g., confidence, skills, strengths and 
weaknesses), leadership styles and coping styles. The second section describes the 
corporate environment including the participants’ descriptions of the career chal¬ 
lenges and barriers they have overcome. The third section identifies some of the 
factors (e.g., education and professional support systems) contributing to their 
success and a description of their reported career stages. 
These three sections interrelate but for data analysis purposes were separated here 
and will be discussed together in Chapter V. There are many other aspects of these 
women’s careers besides the individual adapting to one’s corporate environment. 
However, this study chose to examine this perspective. From a narrative viewpoint, 
one cannot fit individual complex career stories into simple categories since there are 
many pieces of a career puzzle. However, the sections below contain the reported 
factors representing a part of the participants’ career puzzle. 
The Corporate Individual 
This section reviews the results from the study pertaining to the senior execu¬ 
tive woman, her leadership style and her career development. This includes any self- 
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concepts (e.g., self-confidence) or self-perceptions (e.g., risk-taker or other person¬ 
ality traits) that the participants described. This study described the self-perceptions 
of the corporate individual from a senior executive woman’s perspective. Each parti¬ 
cipant had a different view of themselves and each one had developed their own 
skills and strategies for success. The self-concepts or perceptions in reference to the 
career development of each of the twelve senior executive women in this study 
were analyzed and reported in this section. This section describes the results asso¬ 
ciated with self-confidence, perceived management skills and personality traits, the 
primary leadership styles which they developed and the coping styles they used when 
they found themselves in difficult work situations or crises. 
Self-Confidence 
Most of the participants in this study reported that they had high self-confidence, 
self-esteem and strong selves (e.g., not easily influenced by others). They described 
themselves as generally confident or assured and able to cope with the corporate 
environment successfully. Self-confidence was defined by some participants as situ¬ 
ation dependent; whereas, self-esteem seemed to be an overall trait of ‘feeling good’ 
about oneself. For example, Marie claimed confidence referred to a task at a specific 
point in time; whereas, self-esteem is an “umbrella over-shadowing confidence at 
times”. She said, “My optimism brings me back up when I am down”. They reported 
that their high confidence level seemed easier to sustain as their careers developed. 
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The participants described themselves as generally confident. However, at 
times, even these successful executive women claimed to be overcome with in¬ 
securities, ‘slumps’ or ambivalence, and they would take action to ‘bring themselves 
back up’. They described several methods or strategies that they utilized to sustain 
their confidence. The participants’ descriptions of their different methods to sustain 
high confidence seemed to fall into three major strategies: (1) being aware of their 
strengths and weaknesses (self reflective of their skills or traits) and self-evaluative of 
their confidence level; (2) initiating appropriate action to sustain confidence by 
accomplishing tasks or projects that raised confidence after tasks were completed; 
and (3) determining which projects or tasks to accept preventing themselves from 
taking on projects that were too difficult or could negatively affect their confidence. 
The first common strategy utilized by most participants was being self-evaluative 
and aware. Many participants (e.g., Kay, Willa, Diane, Linda and Susan) reported 
being aware of their strengths and weaknesses (e.g., their skills or personality traits) 
and evaluating if their confidence level was high or low. For example, Kay described 
understanding her self-confidence as follows: 
I am overly confident. I have more confidence than ability. Most people have 
more ability than confidence. I’ll tell people I can do things that I can’t do. 
And sometimes I can pull it off, and sometimes I fail. But I was told from the 
day I was one year old, as the seven of us were, that anything we tried would be 
a success, and the only failure in the house would be if we didn’t try things. 
Kay seemed aware of her capabilities. She claimed that she learned at an early age 
not to be afraid of failure and to learn from her experiences and mistakes. Her self- 
confidence was described as a key ingredient to her success. However, Kay admitted 
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that being overly confident could contribute to being overly sensitive when criticized. 
She was aware of both her strengths and weaknesses. Many of the participants (eg., 
Marie, Claire and Willa) felt that keeping their confidence moderately high was 
important throughout their corporate careers. 
A second common strategy described by the participants was to initiate action or 
to accomplish tasks that helped elevate their self-confidence. Willa described feel¬ 
ing confident but at times felt overwhelmed. She said: 
Sometimes I feel a little besieged, because Fm working harder that everybody 
else. I wind up with less time to play and I resent that. It’s not a “grass is 
always greener“ kind of thing. To me, play is just sitting still and doing 
something that doesn’t have anything to do with that project. I feel confident 
in the fact that I can get it done and I work harder towards that. 
Completing fun projects or doing things ‘just to get them done’ gave Willa a sense 
of accomplishment which she described was vital to maintaining her self-confidence. 
Some participants (e.g., Pam, Diane, Marie and Claire) described being aware of 
their confidence level becoming lower at times. They reported that they raised their 
confidence level by doing special activities (exercise or running) or by accom¬ 
plishing tasks or projects at home or work. 
The third common strategy described by some participants (e.g., Kay, Nora, and 
Linda) was being careful not to get involved in projects that might affect them nega¬ 
tively. Kay described avoiding projects where she would fail as follows: 
If I knew it had components that I would not do well, I would say to 
the chairman: “I’ll fail on this, and then you and I will both fail. 
Give me something else. This doesn’t play to my strengths.” I can avoid 
it. So I will reject projects that I believe will contribute to my failing. 
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Kay seemed to make sure she would be able to complete the project and not fail so 
that her superior would be able to trust her judgment in the future. Nora also reported 
that she protected herself and maintained her self-confidence by being careful not to 
work for bosses who would not support her. Nora described maintaining her self- 
confidence as follows: 
Certainly, working inside my own firm it continues to be high. But you see 
I’m sort of self-confident enough to know that if I have a boss who makes me 
feel bad, then that person is someone I should distance myself from. As far 
as perceiving other people who were also considered successful working at 
half the depth I was, I saw that as a structural problem of the company as 
opposed to my problem. 
Nora claimed to trust her judgment and distance herself in order not to be affected 
by negative or difficult situations (e.g., critical bosses or overwhelming projects). 
Some participants (e.g., Kay and Diane) reported being aware of when they would 
have to engage in difficult situations and when they did not have to get involved. 
The participants maintained their confidence levels and felt this was an important 
part of their career development or critical for their success. In general, the partici¬ 
pants related that they had a high degree of belief in their abilities to succeed in the 
corporate world and they maintained their self-confidence in different ways. Al¬ 
though at times the participants were down in the ‘slumps’ or felt ‘besieged’, their 
overall self-esteem was high and their self-confidence seemed to be dependent on the 
situation or the phase of their careers. Most of the participants described being 
conscious of their strengths, skills or weaknesses and knowing when to apply their 
skills and talents to sustain their confidence. 
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Management Skills and Personality Traits 
Many participants in this study described understanding their skills or person¬ 
ality traits and knowing when to apply them in solving problems or during difficult 
situations (e.g., tough bosses, firing someone, or troubled work relationships). The 
participants reported that they combined their skills and personality traits to solve 
problems and complete tasks. The participants’ skills seemed to be a combination of 
innate abilities and skills that were developed or learned throughout their careers. 
Leadership skills were also reported but will be reviewed in the next subsection. The 
management skills reported by the participants seemed to fit into three major cate¬ 
gories although they were utilized in various combinations throughout their careers. 
Their perceived management skills are: (1) analytical skills, such as logical, organ¬ 
izing or planning; (2) communication skills, such as speaking, presenting, or writing; 
and (3) relationship skills, such as team playing and cultivating relationships with 
bosses, peers, or subordinates. The participants reported that these skills were inter¬ 
related and important for business success. 
The analytical skills described by the participants were varied and used through¬ 
out their careers. Most of their analytical skills seemed to be used for problem sol¬ 
ving or for finding the best solutions for their clients. For example, Barbara related 
that the human resource department would call her to assist them in appraising others 
using her analytical skills as follows: 
They would say, “We have a troubled employee. We’d really rather have 
them in your division. We know that you’ll be able to figure out the problem, 
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whether it’s a competency, a talent, or a training issue.” So they’ll still come 
to me for things like that. 
Some participants (e.g., Nora and Pam) utilized their business or analytical skills to 
find the most efficient solution possible. For example, Nora claimed to use her 
analytical skills in relation to her clients as follows: 
The nature of a lawyer is to work with people and their issues, and not simply 
to know the right answer. There are very few right answers in life. It’s really 
a matter of looking at what’s cheapest for the client and what’s the quickest 
resolution. These skills have to be developed with experience. 
Nora seemed to act with confidence and knowledge based on her vast experience 
and felt obligated to get the best possible solution for the clients that she represented. 
As for communication skills, Linda described herself as having better writing 
skills than speaking skills. She felt her writing skills were perfected as follows: 
I remember I used to love to write and I would spend hours of my own time 
perfecting the material for proposals. I always got such rave reviews about my 
proposals. I always felt good about my writing and we constantly got a big 
piece of the business because of that. 
Linda described writing as being her best management skill. Although writing 
was important, she felt that she lacked presentation skills which were more effective 
as a communication skill for senior executives. However, others (e.g., Kay, Pam and 
Barbara) felt more comfortable with their presentation skills which some stated were 
developed through experience. Kay related how she enjoyed giving presentations. 
She said: 
The bigger the crowd, the better. And if its taped or whatever, it’s fine with 
me. I love a crowd. So that training I’ve never had to have because I like it. 
I enjoy giving presentations. 
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Kay and Pam described feeling comfortable in giving presentations and enjoyed the 
feedback from their colleagues and clients. Communication skills seemed to vary 
but most participants developed their writing, speaking and presentation skills. 
As for relationship skills, many participants (e.g., Pam, Claire, Heather, Susan and 
Barbara) reported having developed good working relationships with their staff and 
colleagues. For example, Susan described her management skills when handling 
critical work relationships this way: 
My merchandisers do their own displays but they have to work with our visual 
merchandisers. It’s a marriage of styles. The display has to have quality and 
materials used to reflect our standards. I make sure the standards are met. 
Susan coordinated her relationship and communication skills to assure that the 
finished product was synchronous and met with her department standards. Claire 
also described developing good working relationships with her staff. She said: 
They would do anything for me. In fact, they still keep in contact with me. 
I would ask them for something last minute and they would do it. If they 
thought I was overwhelmed, they would help me. If I thought they were over¬ 
whelmed, I would help them. 
Relationship skills seemed to be Claire’s best management skills. She claimed she 
spent most of her career building her professional work relationships. Most partici¬ 
pants reported being aware of their skills and how to utilize them. Their skills 
seemed to be interrelated and the participants used them together depending on the 
corporate situation. 
Besides management skills, many participants were aware of their personality 
traits and used these characteristics as well as their skills to succeed and solve prob- 
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lems. Most of the participants in this study described themselves with personality 
traits which they were aware of and utilized in accepting assignments. For example, 
Kay would not accept a task if it did not match to her strengths. She said: 
But don’t forget, my mother said, “Figure out what you do well and stick 
with it.” If somebody told me they need me to be in a project which has 22 
components to it, I’d say, “I won’t stay on top of it. You need a tactician and 
I’m a strategist. 
Kay also seemed to take the risk of being honest. She felt her honesty and self- 
awareness has helped her succeed. Many participants reported advancing in their 
careers by taking risks as the opportunities arose. These personality traits did not 
seem to be acquired skills but were part of the participant’s personality or 
developed during their careers. Most of the participants (e.g., Nora, Barbara, Kay, 
Claire, Diane and Heather) reported that they were aware of their personality traits 
which helped them succeed in their corporate careers. 
Some of the most common traits the participants described were being risk-takers, 
aggressive, ambitious, and independent. Ten out of twelve participants described 
themselves as risk-takers. Six out of twelve participants described themselves as 
aggressive and competitive and six acknowledged they were ambitious and inde¬ 
pendent. Several participants also described themselves as career strategists. Most 
seemed comfortable with their personality traits. However, Ruth claimed she wanted 
to be more of a risk-taker, while Barbara seemed comfortable not being political or 
particularly a risk-taker. 
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Several participants described their risk-taking traits differently. Diane learned 
about risk-taking from starting a retail store chain as a limited partner. She described 
how she learned about risks as follows: 
I’ll take the gamble for two years. I’ll learn what I need to learn and I’ll see 
what happens then. This is a fun game to play for two years. Yes, I’m a real 
risk-taker. Little did I know until I started my own thing. I had a false sense 
of security. But it worked out well. It was fabulous. Anybody could do it if 
they put their mind to it and are willing to make that kind of commitment. 
Diane seemed to believe in herself and she felt she could learn whatever she needed 
to know along the way and kept moving forward. Linda described her leaving 
her job to join several male colleagues to start a new venture as taking a risk. She 
described this risk-taking decision to follow her work relationships as follows: 
I was hired by a boss of mine who had left my company to go to a competitor. 
My boss then lured away their competitors' staff, thereby attempting to put 
competitors out of business. So I ended up at one point going with the guys 
that I had reported to, mainly because of loyalty. 
Linda described being asked to join different companies since she was not political 
or threatening and the leaders liked her work. She trusted her male colleagues and 
decided to take the risk of working in a start-up venture. Most participants (e.g., Kay, 
Willa, Diane, Susan, Nora, Pam and Heather) seemed to take risks in their career 
choices throughout their careers. 
Other participants (e.g., Nora, Kay, and Willa) described themselves as aggressive 
and competitive. Nora described some of her personality traits as follows: 
You need to be somewhat aggressive. Sometimes people come to you 
knowing what they want, and then you have to talk them out of it. They may 
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want you to do something and you do not agree. But the basic traits you 
need, I think, are either unraveling problems for people, or being involved in 
a dispute where we have to be very aggressive to win for your client. I try to 
get them what they want and then more. 
Nora noticed her ability to unravel problems or to see to the needs of her clients. She 
described her ability to be aggressive and to win cases as key ingredients to the suc¬ 
cess of her law firm. Claire, Kay, and Heather described similar traits such as being 
aggressive, while negotiating to get the best job done in crises or difficult situations. 
Other common personality traits which were described by the participants were 
being ambitious and independent. They described events that demonstrated how they 
directed their career moves. For example, Pam related that she sold her company and 
is now the general manager of a large global public relations firm. Nora and Willa al¬ 
so described their ambition and their independence. Both started their own business 
in response to unfair business practices and to allow themselves to be independent. 
The participants described gaining higher corporate positions by their aggression, am¬ 
bition and independence. The personality traits seemed to be varied depending on the 
participants’ background, talents and experiences. However, the participants had in 
common their ability to utilize their personality traits to achieve their goals. 
The major events in senior executive women’s careers contributing to their 
success were not able to be generalized or were not common for all participants. As 
mentioned some participants described specific career moves such as leaving their 
jobs and returning to finally get the promotions they sought. Although Kay and 
Heather did this they do not recommend this strategy as the best one to get promoted. 
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Others mentioned other career strategies but each one was individualistic. For 
example, Susan switched her career focus from public relations to marketing and 
merchandising. 
Most of the common skills and personality traits such as analytical skills, risk- 
taking, ambition and aggressiveness seemed to be acquired or built upon based on 
the participants’ success strategies to attain senior positions. The participants’ skills 
seemed to have been built on knowledge that they have learned throughout their ca¬ 
reers and they developed their skills or personality traits through their experiences. 
Most of the participants seemed to be aware of their skills and personality traits and 
learned to utilize them to propel their successful careers. 
Leadership Styles 
The participants described the primary leadership styles which they had de¬ 
veloped throughout their careers. Although these styles were primary, they some¬ 
times changed depending on the difficulty of a situation. The three dominant leader¬ 
ship styles reported by the twelve participants are: (1) ‘direct’ or hierarchical from 
top to bottom (Willa, Marie, Nora and Kay); (2) ‘participatory’ or working together 
as a team (Linda, Susan, Pam, Diane and Barbara); and (3) ‘negotiating’ or inter¬ 
active compromise (Ruth, Claire and Heather). The participants reported their pri¬ 
mary leadership styles but seemed to combine different styles depending on the 
context or the kind of crises. For example, some participants (e.g., Nora and Marie) 
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who primarily described themselves as using a ‘direct’ leadership style used a ‘nego¬ 
tiating’ style of leadership with clients or if they found themselves in crises. 
Four out of twelve reported a direct type of leadership style (giving assignments 
to others from a top to bottom or hierarchical direction), including Willa and Nora 
who own their own companies. Those participants who were ‘direct’ stated that they 
were critical but rewarded their staff well for doing good work. These participants 
reported that it is more efficient at times to communicate in a top to bottom fashion 
so that each level would be responsible for delegating tasks to the next level. Kay, 
who has over 1000 people reporting to her, described herself as direct, aggressive, 
and ready to make decisions. She described her direct style as follows: 
Part of leadership is to know when you have the right input, and then to make 
a decision. A lot of paralysis comes around from consensus-building, when 
you’re never going to get it. Just make a decision. The chances are excellent 
that everyone at the table has make some bad decisions. 
Kay described her confidence in making quick decisions when necessary. However, 
she might reflect, asking herself if it was a bad decision. She would ask herself, 
“What was it about that decision and what did I learn?” 
Willa described her leadership style as direct. She has a small staff but expects 
her staff to meet her high standards. She described herself as overwhelmed at times 
with the amount of work to be completed wishing to call on others for help. She said: 
I wish my style were to discuss things with others before they get to the 
point where I’m in a crisis. I think I consider certain things to be such a 
challenge rather than obstacles that sometimes I’m in denial about the 
possibility of disaster befalling me. WTien I start to talk to other people 
about it, it’s almost too late. I’m almost drowning. 
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Willa related that once she did start talking about problems she could then participate 
with others, but she claimed that she rarely gravitates to this style. Marie who 
claimed to be participatory early in her career, learned to become more direct and 
less participatory since she felt she was once sabotaged by a member of her staff. 
Five out of the twelve participants characterized themselves as participatory 
leaders. They seemed to enjoy the collaborative effort and working with others to 
solve problems. Most participants who had described themselves as participatory 
leaders also claimed to be team players. Barbara related, teaching ‘by example7 or 
‘working together7 to solve a problem. Susan also felt that it was important to have 
group meetings where each person participated or agreed to do the job. She said: 
I’m a very outgoing person and I’m very opinionated as well. It works 
for being where I am, in the field. When we have our meetings, we all 
go out at each other but we’re friends. For example, we say to each 
other, “Listen to me. Go fix it.77 We work together to get it done. 
Susan enjoyed an informal atmosphere with her staff and other department col¬ 
leagues, an atmosphere which she believed has helped them work together or to be 
creative when necessary. Linda, Pam and Diane claimed that they have working staff 
meetings where each member is participating and giving their ideas to create or to 
find a solution. They felt that participating with their staff gave their staff a chance to 
acquire experience in making decisions and working together. 
Three out of twelve participants reported a negotiating style of leadership stating 
that they enjoyed the a compromising method of resolving tasks and issues. The par¬ 
ticipants (e.g., Ruth, Claire and Heather) who identified themselves as negotiating 
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leaders described themselves as making agreements. They seemed to be leaders 
concerned with finding solutions where everyone wins, whether colleagues or clients. 
Each of these three women described their role as a mediator or arbitrator. Ruth re¬ 
ported that most of her day was dealing in negotiating solutions to problems with her 
subordinates and colleagues. She claimed to never direct or ‘toot her horn’. Ruth 
described her negotiating style as ‘we’. She claimed she didn’t give herself credit but 
saw herself as creating compromises and working with others. She said: 
That’s the term. “Toot your horn.” That’s another man/woman thing that I’ve 
read and I’ve heard. My peers would always say things like, “I did this, “ and I 
did that.” I’m always saying, “We.“ Since it’s not just me, it’s my group. 
People call me to solve problems and we negotiate or compromise until we get 
the best solution. 
Ruth felt that she was not aggressive enough but she solved problems by compro¬ 
mising. She reportedly receives many calls from colleagues who ask for her ad¬ 
vice. Claire and Heather seemed to have central roles in their corporations inter¬ 
facing with different departments which require them to negotiate business solutions. 
One of the most important aspects of a senior executive leader seemed to be 
global thinking or a leadership style which incorporates an ‘impact’ style or making a 
decision that affects the welfare of people or the corporation. Some participants 
(e.g., Kay and Nora) described themselves as ‘impact’ leaders who see themselves 
as helping to make a difference in the future of corporations with their policies. 
‘Impact leaders’ for these women seemed to be characterized as making powerful 
decisions or making significant impressions on the future leadership of corporate 
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upper management or other global subsidiaries. Many participants (e.g., Pam, Claire, 
Diane, Kay, Heather and Nora) seemed to see themselves as being impact leaders. 
The primary styles seemed to change when crises occurred. Some participants 
(e.g., Kay, Nora, Susan and Marie) claimed to change styles when necessary. Nora, 
who described herself as primarily a direct leader, also portrayed herself as a nego¬ 
tiator, especially during difficult situations with clients. Claire who viewed herself 
as primarily a negotiator, described herself as collaborative or participatory during 
her interactions with her staff. In general, the participants reported themselves to be 
flexible or dynamic leaders combining styles when necessary developing their eclec¬ 
tic leadership styles. They did not seem to fit into rigid or defined leadership styles. 
Coping Styles in Difficult Situations 
Many participants reported various methods they utilized to handle difficult situ¬ 
ations (e.g., troubled work relationships) or when feeling overwhelmed with prob¬ 
lems. Most of the participants presented themselves as being confident in coping 
with various problems and able to use their talents, personality traits and expertise. 
They described difficult situations such as tough bosses, having to complete complex 
tasks, encountering severe problems or crises. 
Some participants (e.g., Ruth, Heather, Claire and Willa) claimed they relied on 
their skills to get out of difficult situations. Other participants (e.g., Susan, Marie, 
Kay and Linda) used problem solving techniques and quick assessments to resolve a 
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difficult situation. For example, Susan described how she used problem solving 
techniques while in a crisis mode during most of her day. She described handling 
a controversial merchant by being quick to assess the situation. She said: 
My merchants are required to do their own displays but they need to work with 
my visual merchandisers. And they need to submit their plans for us to 
approve. There’s no one who sticks out or is outstanding or different. It’s all 
part of or fits into a milieu. All of sudden there are changes. The merchants 
have their agenda out there. And you have to move on them. 
Some participants (e.g., Susan and Kay) seemed to be able to quickly assess the 
problem, while others (e.g., Willa and Barbara) reported that research and acquiring 
as much information as possible was more important. 
The following is a compilation of four steps for handling difficult situations that 
many participants described they utilized. Some participants mentioned one or two 
steps, while others mentioned three or four. Most of the participants’ descriptions of 
the way they would handle difficult situations or problems fit into these steps: 
(1) Awareness and Observation-One observes the problem or difficulty 
and determines if it does exist and what to do. 
Nora, Ruth and Kay claimed that they would observe problems or difficult 
situations before they would decide to step in or solve any problems. They would 
assess difficult situations and would decide if it was a problem that they could solve. 
Ruth described how she would handle a difficult situation as follows: 
I will make sure that I get enough understanding of what needs to get done 
and figure out something. And usually, when it’s such a hard task, they don’t 
know what they want, so whatever you give them it’s better than nothing. 
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Ruth realized that she never worried if what she did was good enough or not. She felt 
that when she made suggestions she felt comfortable since from her observation she 
would know if she should get involved. 
(2) Research and Support-One does much research on one’s own or gets 
support for information to figure out what to do. 
Many participants (e.g., Linda, Willa and Claire) would take time to gather required 
information. Willa described relying on herself to do research and calling other 
experts for their advice. She said: 
I don’t start anything unless I do research. And I do mostly independent 
personal research at the beginning. I will contact experts in the field and 
query them. I will use books of information. I will exhaust all avenues until 
I start to feel that I am becoming an expert in that. Then I will gather my 
materials and I will complete the project. 
Willa described herself as searching for information until she was exhausted and 
then she would put all the pieces of the puzzle together. Claire described doing 
research which included going to her network. She claimed that one reason why she 
developed her network was to support her during difficult situations. Claire said: 
I’d go out to my network, and I would ask people. I would do research 
and call consultants and just try to get as much information as I could. 
In the past I was given projects that I failed simply because I didn’t have 
that network. 
Research seemed to not only involve independent reading or gathering information 
but also contacting one’s network or other work relationships for information. 
(3) Honest Evaluation and Making the Decision—One evaluates the decision and 
the pros and cons. Then one makes a decision 
knowing all the facts are gathered. 
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Many participants (e.g., Barbara, Susan, Heather, and Marie) reported evaluating 
and assessing the situation before making decisions. When Barbara was faced with 
severe system problems, she described calling in their staff and go over the problem 
point by point. She related the evaluation procedure as follows: 
I learn very quickly. I know that and I would sit down and analyze it. I may 
over prepare for problems but I need to understand everything and I do it in 
layers. I’ll start off and say, “Okay, let’s make sure we’ve defined the prob¬ 
lem. Is that really what the problem is or is it a symptom? Let’s step back.” 
We keep stepping back until we get to the point where we can make a 
decision and we can see the full picture of what it really looks like. 
Barbara said that she’s more comfortable doing problem solving in a group and 
analyzed each section of the problem. Heather evaluated the pros or cons taking time 
for the right decision. She described making difficult decisions this way: 
I’ve learned to not make rash decisions. I’ve learned to control my knee-jerk 
reaction to any situation. I walk away from it, sleep on it, and then come back 
and address it. So before I get into a personal conflict, since I’m an opinion¬ 
ated woman, I think. If something hits me, my initial reaction is to respond to 
it, but I’ve learned to control those responses. Because a lot of times, it’s not 
my response that will change, it’s just the way I present it that will change. 
Heather had learned through reflective thinking how to manage her emotional 
responses which she felt was essential in a male-dominated corporate environment. 
Susan recalled making a ‘cutting edge’ decision after she evaluated all the facts. 
She described her decision making process as follows: 
I like to be on the cutting edge and remain tasteful and not offend anybody. 
I always wanted a pushcart that sold condoms. They said, “You are out of your 
mind.” We did it and it looked like candy with signs about being responsible. 
Susan was not afraid to take chances and trusted her instincts on what was safe and 
acceptable. She evaluated and explored possibilities doing adequate research and 
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using other people to help her set limits on what she needed to do. Susan was 
not afraid to make decisions and stick to them. 
(4) Follow-up-One makes sure that those who are accountable for tasks do 
their job. One checks after the job is done by calling clients. 
Some participants (e.g., Pam, Barbara and Willa) described follow-up as an impor¬ 
tant aspect of coping with problems or crises. Pam described meeting with her 
clients afterwards or talking to them to get their response to her work. She said: 
I like to hear from the clients after we complete a project for them. 
And it was a wonderful news to have someone calling you saying, 
“We want you back.” I attribute that to building strong relationships. 
Pam claimed to always keep in touch with her good clients so that they never felt 
when the job was done, she was not there. Willa in her inn described having com¬ 
ment cards that she faithfully read and answered. Barbara claimed to hold fol¬ 
low-up meetings after crises so that her staff understood how the problem was solved. 
These steps were not presented sequentially by the participants. However, for re¬ 
porting purposes they were presented in the above order. Many participants felt deci¬ 
sion-making was the most important process for handling problems while others 
stressed acquiring adequate information or doing research. Most participants (e.g.. 
Heather, Nora, Claire, and Diane) described that they would take time to determine 
the best approach to solve it or to determine if they would get involved. The partici¬ 
pants’ coping methods seemed to depend on the problem or situation and each parti¬ 
cipant had their preferred coping styles. They seemed to have strong and varied 
coping or leadership styles that helped them succeed in changing environments. 
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The Corporate Environment 
This section reviews the results from the data analysis pertaining to the environ¬ 
ment in large corporations and in particular, the corporate culture. The corporate 
culture has been defined by many participants to be both challenging and as present¬ 
ing barriers to their success. The participants in this study stressed the importance of 
navigating in and adapting to the corporate culture. Corporate culture is amorphous 
and difficult to define since culture may be perceived from different views. Most 
of the participants viewed the corporate culture as bureaucratic, political or difficult 
to maneuver in and male-dominated or having unwritten rules of behavior which 
present challenges to women. This section describes the participants’ perceptions 
of non-gender specific challenges they found to be bureaucratic or stifling and chal¬ 
lenges related to gender bias. This section also examines the corporate barriers (both 
internal and external) as described by the participants. 
Non-Gender Specific Challenges 
Corporate culture in this study was described by the participants to include the 
difficulty of maneuvering in the corporate environment, especially when starting a 
new job. Some participants viewed corporate culture as office politics, complex or 
difficult to maneuver in to succeed, as well as stifling creativity. Many participants 
described their experiences of learning about corporate culture during the early stages 
of their careers. Barbara related that her corporate culture was changing in her com- 
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pany and that when she started, her company’s corporate culture was difficult to 
maneuver in and make decisions since most managers were immature. She said: 
When I went to the first management forum, I don’t think there was a manager 
in the room over 24. As a result, when I came in, I was one of the most senior 
managers in the company. I had nine or ten years of management and for most 
of these people, it was their first management position. We would make a 
decision, reverse it; make a decision, reverse it. It seemed like every year we 
would go through a circle. We would consolidate departments then break 
them apart. 
Barbara felt that as the managers in her company gained maturity and experience, 
the corporate culture had changed and there was a less chaotic environment. 
Heather also viewed the corporate culture in her company as “not a pretty picture” 
since there was resentment by many employees for the recent changes. She described 
an arena where “there’s lots of cynicism when old and new have to blend.” 
Many participants defined challenges as new career opportunities to accomplish 
goals and overcome difficult situations or projects. Most of the participants reported 
that they viewed one of their major challenges as learning what their roles would be 
during the first few months of a new job. Marie described finding her role in her 
new company as challenging. She said: 
I just came into this organization six months ago. I think it takes a while to see 
where you put yourself and where you’re supposed to get yourself situated. 
I think during that process, you can’t be looking that far into the future to find 
out what you should be doing. You don’t have enough information at that 
point. You don’t know the opportunities. Everything is challenging. 
Marie described being uncomfortable in her previous position. However, her boss 
in this job was more supportive and she felt confident now with her new challenges. 
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For some participants (e.g., Pam and Susan) corporate culture was defined as 
having unwritten rules of behavior that could inhibit communication and creativity. 
Susan, who visited her corporate office on occasion, defined corporate culture as a 
distinction between her office and the head corporate office. She said: 
I find that the corporate world within my corporation is very stuffy. 1 don’t 
think these people really communicate other than formal communications. 
And I find it stifling. I would be in fear all the time. People tip toe and watch 
each other. Everybody is in their own cubicle. Nobody talks to one another. I 
go down the hall and say “Hi!” It’s really quite different. I am very adjusted 
to the cosmetics or culture of my office. I am very happy with it. 
Susan likened office culture to cosmetics or a temporary addition of ‘make-up’ which 
you put on every day to go to work; whereas, corporate culture is more over-power¬ 
ing. Pam related how corporate life did not facilitate a creative environment. She 
described her experience as follows: 
Once I went into the structure of a corporation, what I didn’t like were the 
layers. People were watching their wrist watches or clocks saying, “I’m out of 
here at 5 PM.” The attitude wasn’t conducive to creativity or to challenges. It 
was a job. That was what I saw around me and I wanted it to be more than a 
job. It was part of my life. 
Pam felt any creative challenge was stifled by a large corporate culture. Most 
of the participants described their corporate culture as a major challenge. Meeting 
challenges in their careers was described by many as an important aspect of success. 
Most of the participants, who have overcome challenges in their careers, achieved 
their goals or viewed barriers as challenges rather than obstacles inhibiting success. 
However, a different view of corporate culture was defined in terms of behaviors 
or as action oriented which challenges the ‘difficult to maneuver in’ definition. Kay 
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related that she viewed culture as action oriented behaviors. She described 
corporate culture in terms of decision-making this way: 
I abhor the ‘C’ word. I don’t like doing things that talk about culture. If you 
want to talk about behaviors like decision-making ability, ownership, account- 
bility, doing what’s right for the customer, that’s fine. I’d like to talk in terms 
of behaviors. There’s too much confusion and ambiguity around the ‘C’ word. 
Kay referred to corporate culture as pertaining to action such as doing what’s right 
for the customer. Whether culture was characterized as ‘stifling creativity’ or ‘some¬ 
thing to deal with’ in the office, or even as action-oriented behaviors such as ‘making 
decisions’, most participants agreed that corporate culture must be understood to 
maneuver and succeed in the corporate environment. 
Challenges Related to Gender Bias 
Gender bias was a theme that was repeated throughout the interviews, especially 
in regard to corporate culture. Many participants perceived gender bias to be part of 
the challenges they faced in corporations. Some participants perceived gender bias in 
their corporate culture to include male-dominant behavior such as having all-male 
networks, and being unfair to executive women. They reported that some of their 
male colleagues or bosses belonged to an ‘old boys’ network’ which seemed to 
exclude women from informal socializing and information exchange. Many partici¬ 
pants described being a woman in male-dominated corporations or facing gender bias 
as one of their biggest challenges as senior executives. 
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Some participants (e.g., Willa, Diane and Susan) described the challenge of work¬ 
ing harder than their male counterparts to gain recognition. Willa said, “one of the 
biggest challenges in my career was being a woman“ She related a story of inter¬ 
acting in a business meeting with all males including her partner who is male. Al¬ 
though Willa is the owner and managing director of her business, the males in the 
meeting would not address her but focused on her partner. When she informed them 
that she alone made the monetary decisions, they turned and listened to her. Even 
Diane and Susan who were in the retail business which was considered primarily 
female, noted that the upper management positions were almost all male. They 
reported they had to work harder than their male counterparts to get promoted. In 
general, many participants described having to work harder than their male counter¬ 
parts to gain recognition, information or promotions. 
Most participants (e.g., Willa, Nora and Ruth) seemed to experience gender bias 
in the corporate culture as a dominant force throughout their careers. For example, 
Ruth described being treated distinctly as ‘female’ when her superiors spoke to her. 
She described an incident with one of her superiors as follows: 
The first day the new head of the department met me, he came in and said, 
“Hello. How long have you been here?” I said, “Thirteen years.” And he 
said, “Oh, you look too young to be here thirteen years.” Give me a break. 
Ruth seemed to have a sense of humor about her situation. However, when she was 
passed over for a promotion, she talked to her boss. She said that he thought since 
she came from a two-income family, that it would be okay for her to not get pro¬ 
moted. Nora also related that gender bias was a large driving force in her career. 
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Nora claimed that when she realized that she was the only female associate in her 
second job and was confronting the ‘glass ceiling’ or obstacles related to gender bias, 
she made plans to start her own company. She reported that being a woman in small 
firms was restricting her career goals this way: 
So that was something that was just always going to be a problem. All the 
other partners there were male. But that’s when I learned that, as far as 
gender issues go, sometimes it’s better to be in a large organization, where 
there are more women just in sheer numbers. 
Nora decided to start her own law firm with a male partner and has expanded her 
firm to include other female partners. She related that her “independent self, the 
really important self or independent spirit, kicked in and started to take over.” 
Some of the participants (e.g., Kay, Heather, Claire and Pam) viewed gender bias 
as ‘the male/female thing’ and did not use the term gender bias. They perceived 
themselves to be unaffected by gender bias and seemed to distance themselves from 
the concept. However, they did acknowledge that others may be affected by gender 
bias. Kay described her experience of‘the male/female thing’ as follows: 
I’ve never felt that I’m treated differently. Now, I’ve done 8,000 presentations 
for women’s groups. I’m on every panel there is, for example: “How to get 
Ahead,” or “Three Secrets to Success”. I’ve certainly had women talk to me 
about horrific things that happened to them in the company. But again I’m 
very aggressive. I think I come off a certain way, so I’m less likely to be 
treated differently. And I really haven’t felt a male/female thing. 
She acknowledged that she may have been treated differently being a woman but she 
was not aware of this since she seemed to move ahead so easily. Kay felt that she 
coached and mentored women in her company who experienced less-than-equal 
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treatment inside her company. However, Kay felt because of her directness or 
professional attitude that she did not experience any gender bias personally. 
Another participant, Pam, also felt that she almost never experienced gender bias 
from the ‘old boys’ network’, since she had built her own network. She said: 
When I was in New York City in a public relations firm I helped build their 
network. You have to know the intricacies of that community. Over the 
years I’ve built different networks, professional organizations and affiliated 
networks with other bigger agencies. I’ve built business relationships: “Me 
knowing the market, and they knowing another part of the picture.” 
Pam felt that sharing professional development skills was a prerequisite to building 
one’s own business. She achieved a vice-president status in corporations and then 
started her own company. However, she decided to add her son’s name to her 
company name giving the illusion of a male partner. Whether the participants 
perceived they were affected by gender bias or not, most participants did consider the 
effect of gender discrimination in their choices and careers. 
Gender bias in the corporate culture was perceived differently by the participants. 
Some seemed affected by gender bias and others ignored it. However, most partici¬ 
pants agreed that gender bias and the ‘old boy’s network’ existed whether they were 
affected or not. Those participants who believed they were affected by gender bias, 
made career choices to counter its effect. Most agreed that they tried to avoid gender 
bias but when confronted with gender related barriers, they reframed them into chal¬ 
lenges and navigated around them or they started their own companies. 
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Corporate Barriers 
The participants in this study reported that they experienced various barriers in 
the corporate world throughout their careers. Corporate barriers were defined by the 
participants as obstacles preventing them from attaining senior positions. The bar¬ 
riers seemed to fall into three types: internal barriers (those derived from lack of in¬ 
ternal drives or personality traits), external barriers (being a woman in the corporate 
culture, ‘the old boys’ network’ or gender bias) and a combination of internal and 
external barriers. These various barriers have been classified as types for ease in 
reporting but are interrelated when viewed in the context of the corporate culture. 
Many participants perceived their barriers as potential obstacles which they had to 
overcome to achieve success. 
Three participants (Susan, Barbara and Diane) reported their barriers as primarily 
internal. They described their internal barriers as derived from their personalities 
and affecting their drive or ambition. Diane reported that she believed and taught 
others that all barriers come from within and one can overcome them. She described 
facing her internal obstacles or wall as follows: 
I’m not stopping. I’m growing and I’m hitting the wall. I’m up against 
my stuff. I’m breaking myself up every five minutes. I get support when 
I need to but I get around my stuff to finish the job. 
Diane felt that her work with transformational organizations was derived from the 
premise that all barriers are derived from within. She believed that one has to work 
hard to transform and diminish internal barriers. Susan viewed that she held herself 
back from getting promoted by not wanting to relocate or upset her home base. 
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Barbara also related that she did not experience external barriers but she felt that she 
prevented herself from achieving higher positions because she was not driven or 
ambitious enough to attain higher level corporate positions. 
Six of the participants (Willa, Claire, Pam, Nora, Heather, and Kay) claimed to 
view barriers (e.g., male networks or gender bias) as external to themselves and as 
derived within the corporate culture. Some reported that they were not affected by 
these barriers while others felt these barriers prevented their progress. For example, 
Pam related that most barriers were external. When she was faced with getting a 
project in an ad agency for which men were hired, Pam claimed: “I know Italian. I 
can do it. Give me the chance. You’ll see.” She described her barriers as chal¬ 
lenges. Kay claimed to view barriers as external to herself and never allowed them 
to prevent her from competing or winning. The participants who viewed their bar¬ 
riers as external to themselves viewed them either as obstacles or as challenges. 
Some participants (e.g., Willa and Nora) claimed to have confronted the ‘glass 
ceiling’ as a large external barrier. Willa felt that being a woman facing the ‘glass 
ceiling’ or gender bias was one of her biggest barriers when dealing with large cor¬ 
porations. Willa described her major obstacle this way: 
I was making it work. I did an excellent job there. But getting in the door, 
being a woman, was very hard. That was definitely an obstacle. I think being a 
woman has been a barrier in a lot of ways. I wanted to be a successful business 
person, not a business woman. The problem for me was that most men I was 
dealing with saw me as a woman. You know, there’s a ‘glass ceiling’ there: 
“You can be anything you want to be, just as long as you stop here.” There was 
always a cap on the level of success that I would be allowed to achieve. 
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Willa described her many years in corporate sales as a difficult but rewarding period. 
Her frustration of not being allowed further up the ladder led her to start her own 
business and she became successful. She felt that her barriers were external but 
affected her career choices. Nora also described confronting a ‘glass ceiling’ when 
she worked for a prestigious law firm. She reported that was one of the reasons why 
she started her own company. 
Three participants (Marie, Ruth, Linda) described their barriers as a combination 
of both internal and external barriers. Marie described herself as sometimes being in 
conflict over a balance between her career and home responsibilities. She also said 
that her dual responsibilities exposed her at times to external corporate prejudice and 
gender bias. Linda also described a combination of barriers but her biggest barrier 
was an internal one, her personality. She described her personality this way: 
I think that the biggest barrier in my career is my personality, in terms of 
being very introverted and happy in an analytic world. You do the technical or 
analytic work very well and you’re a diligent or a hard worker. Then you get 
moved up in management and you’re expected to take on leadership roles. 
I deal with people one on one very well but when I’m expected to operate in a 
style that’s not personally fitting to me, that’s an obstacle. I don’t have the 
personality to get up there and do the selling and the presentations. 
Linda seemed honest with her self-evaluation and was quite successful. Although she 
does not think of herself as driven as other senior executives, she felt that gender bias 
was too great to overcome and was content to not get promoted. She reported that 
when she was exposed to the ‘glass ceiling’ in her corporation, she decided she would 
not confront it since it was too great a fight to win. 
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The results of this study reported that the participants experienced internal or 
external barriers or both. However, there seemed to be different ways of framing or 
viewing barriers. Those that viewed them as internal seemed to have the biggest 
obstacles to overcome and articulated that their personalities may prevent them from 
advancing. Some saw internal barriers as derived from their personalities and it was 
their decision to accept this limitation or change it. The participants who described 
experiencing external barriers or gender bias in this study viewed them as external to 
themselves and as either not affecting them or affecting their career choices and 
preventing them from advancing. Most participants (e.g., Diane, Susan, Marie, 
Claire, Ruth, Nora, Heather and Willa) took on challenges in their careers and 
described themselves as overcoming many barriers. 
The Individual Within the Corporate Environment 
This study explored aspects of senior executive women situated within the context 
of the corporate culture. Many factors affect senior executive women’s corporate ad¬ 
vancement. However, how senior women navigate and handle these complex factors 
which interrelate during different phases of career development seemed important. 
For example, self-confidence seemed to be lower early in their careers or when star¬ 
ting a new job. As the participants developed or gained experience, their confidence 
also increased. The data from the interviews of the twelve participants was rich and 
provided insights on how senior executive women succeed in the corporate environ- 
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ment. This section describes the results pertaining to education (both informal and 
formal), professional support systems (mentors, bosses, staff) and the career 
stages that the participants described they experienced during their careers. 
Education 
There are many external factors contributing to executive women’s advancement. 
The participants in this study described their formal (college degrees or certifications) 
and informal (on-the-job training or experience) education including learning from 
observing others or from making mistakes on-the-job. As for formal education, each 
participant has at least a college degree and some participants have graduate de¬ 
grees: Willa has a masters degree in education; Diane has two masters degrees, one in 
English and one in education; and Nora has a law degree. Both formal or informal 
education played roles in their careers. However, informal or on-the-job training, 
developing skills on-the-job and learning from others became more important to the 
participants than formal education. 
Many participants (e.g., Claire, Barbara, Susan, Linda, and Willa) described 
learning on-the-job or work experiences and keeping up with their industry by 
gathering information as helpful. Claire claimed that she learned about “project 
planning and people management” from her job experience. Claire also felt that she 
acquired a “breadth and depth of knowledge” from working in the corporate environ¬ 
ment for many years. Willa claimed that the more information she had, the more she 
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learned and the higher her comfort level became. Willa described her learning by 
doing research and gaining information on-the-job as follows: 
Even though I am being fed information, I am also seeking information during 
that time. I’m a very active participant in my own success. Once I have all the 
information I think I can get, then I start to feel comfortable. 
Willa valued the advantage learning and gaining information on-the-job provided. 
Some participants (e.g., Diane, Linda, Pam and Marie) described attending seminars 
that their companies provided, while others (e.g.. Heather, Kay, Claire and Ruth) 
developed their business expertise by observing others. Heather described 
her learning experiences by observing others as follows: 
I think you build your confidence in your own capabilities and your 
performance from observing the abilities and capabilities of those around you, 
as well as from critiquing your own capabilities. So when you look around you 
and you say, “Well, I think this person who just got promoted is full of hot air, 
or not too bright, so why am I sitting here?” I raised the bar for myself, 
every step of the way. 
Heather described her active observation as a method of ‘raising the bar’ for herself. 
This process seemed to keep herself competitive and learning what she needed to 
succeed. Whether getting the information yourself or through other people, the result 
is the same. The participants seemed to become more comfortable and confident in 
their positions when they acquired adequate knowledge and information. 
Some participants (e.g., Claire and Heather)leamed valuable business experience 
and from their mistakes while working in small firms early in their careers. Claire 
learned how to run a business from her experience with a small company. When 
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she started to work for large corporations she claimed she had a lot to learn and she 
learned from her mistakes. She described gaining corporate know-how this way: 
I’m trying to because I’ve been blind-sided. I mean that I’ve screwed up. 
Because coming from my background, I had no way of anticipating what 
corporate life was all about. 
Claire felt that learning from making mistakes was natural and she was willing 
to learn by doing and seeing what worked and what did not work well for her. 
Heather described learning a great deal during her first seven years in a small firm. 
She claimed that she learned from experience and from making mistakes. She did 
the accounting, trading, operations and learned how to run a business from the ground 
up. Many participants described themselves as learning informally from doing their 
jobs and work assignments. 
Most of the participants claimed that informal training was practical, applicable, 
valuable and pertinent to their work. Many participants related previous job ex¬ 
periences where they learned a great deal about running a business. Some (e.g., 
Diane and Heather) sought executive training programs to complete their education, 
while others, for example Claire, became a Certified Public Accountant to complete 
her formal education. However, most felt informal education was superior to formal 
training for gaining career skills, their expertise and success in corporations. 
Professional Support Systems 
The participants seemed to have developed various support systems throughout 
their careers. Many of the participants regarded professional support groups such as 
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mentoring from supportive bosses or staff, as an informal learning method vital for 
their success. Mentoring was regarded by most participants as an ideal supportive 
system. However, some participants did not have mentors and developed other 
relationships, such as bosses or staff to maintain their support system. Those with 
mentors regarded their experiences with mentors as special events in their careers. 
For example, Pam related that during her three and one-half years spent at a pharma¬ 
ceutical company, she had a great mentor. She described him as follows: 
He was a wonderful individual and he took me under his wing since he had 
so much more experience than I did. I learned a lot from him. He taught me 
how to interface with different departments and to listen to what they wanted. 
Pam felt she learned from every job and applied her expertise or experience to the 
next job, thus building a vast knowledge base. Pam described that she had at least 
three great mentors in her career. 
Most of the participants seemed to have developed the supportive relationships 
that they required to assist them to get ahead. They developed their relationships 
differently but they all had some kind of supportive system. Some participants (e.g., 
Kay, Heather, Linda and Diane) related that their mentors were usually the men who 
hired them and they became part of a supportive team. They learned by being part of 
the team that their bosses created. Heather’s mentor was her boss who brought her 
back into her company. She described relationships with her staff and boss this way: 
I have a wonderful staff. I have a wonderful relationship with all the members 
of my staff. I have a terrific boss. He’s the reason I came back. I mean that I 
left the company and came back. 
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Heather felt that developing strong support systems was vital to her success. Kay 
also felt that she had a boss who looked out for her from the day she started in her 
company. However, she related that some colleagues felt that he was directly res¬ 
ponsible for her success. She said: 
He certainly watched me, and he’s the one who came after me after I left. 
When I announced that I was resigning, he told everyone he’d never let me go. 
So that went over big. 
Kay said that she had two other people who also helped her with presentations, 
making decisions and who ‘ran things through’ with her. She said, “So yes, I had 
mentors. Very supportive”. 
Others, for example Marie, Willa and Susan, claimed they didn’t have mentors 
and felt they could have done better with mentors. Ruth was progressing well in her 
department and yet she felt she could have done better with a mentor. Diane claimed 
there were no mentors in most of the department stores where she worked. However, 
she was brought in as part of a team which acted like mentors . She never felt she 
had inside mentors but belonged to a team which supported one another. Whether 
through staff support, their bosses or mentors, most of the participants felt they 
benefited from these ‘mentoring’ experiences. Most participants claimed that having 
mentors or supportive working relationships contributed to their advancement. 
Several participants (e.g., Claire, Kay and Pam) described enjoying the role of 
mentoring others. Kay related several programs that she has been involved with 
that assist executive women and provide support. Claire related belonging to a new 
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group in her company, organized by the human resource department, that mentors 
others. Claire said: 
They’re starting a mentoring program and I will be mentoring someone. 
That’s going to start next week out of career development, so I will have 
someone I’ll be working with. They assign you somebody. You work with 
someone coaching them on how to deal with different situations and being 
there for them. So that’ll be nice. 
Claire seemed to be looking forward to helping others. She claimed to support her 
work relationships and believed mentoring others will expand this aspect of her ca¬ 
reer. Diane said she felt privileged to give back to others what she had gained in her 
career. Her company’s mission is to teach, mentor and help future leaders develop. 
Others (e.g., Marie and Ruth) did not feel they were in a ‘mentoring stage’ yet. They 
felt they were still working on themselves and refining their own leadership styles. 
Barbara and Susan claimed to spend most of their day helping or teaching others ‘by 
example’ or being part of a team. Most of the participants mentioned an interest in 
teaching and mentoring others during their last career stage. In addition, Pam, Willa, 
Nora and Kay taught and lectured in companies and universities to assure others 
receive the benefit of their knowledge. Mentors who were bosses or other senior 
level executives varied as described by the participants. Most participants related 
that mentoring was quite important and they wished to support this process. 
Most participants related that developing professional support relationships are 
important for successful careers. Claire remarked that good mentors were few and 
far between. She claimed that she developed good working relationships with her 
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staff and they always seemed to support each other. Whether developing supportive 
relationships with mentors, bosses, staff or all three, having this support system 
seemed important or vital to most of the participants. If an executive woman has a 
good mentor, as Pam, Kay and Heather described, she could feel better about herself, 
learn inside information about the way things are done and thus feel confident. 
Career Stages 
Many participants related their career experiences as happening in some par¬ 
ticular phase, stage or period of their careers. When asked directly if they experi¬ 
enced any career stages, all the participants described some career stages, phases or 
periods, varying from three to seven stages (see Appendix C for each participant’s 
description). Most participants used the term ‘stage’, but some used the term ‘phase’ 
or ‘period’. Each stage that was described started from a learning stage to a develop¬ 
ing or confident stage, to a comfortable or peak one, to a teaching others stage. Most 
participants described four stages: (1) a beginning or learning stage (learning the cor¬ 
porate culture; (2) an observing stage where one develops confidence (learning from 
others and feeling comfortable); (3) cultivating a leadership style and reaching the 
peak of their careers (global thinking or making decisions that create an impact); and 
(4) teaching or mentoring others stage (giving back to others what they had gained). 
Each participant described three or four stages but they were similar even if some 
added a stage in their middle career period. Heather described her beginning stage as 
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‘pure’ and ‘beautiful’. She accepted her corporate position over ten years ago after 
leaving a small firm. Heather related her beginning stage as follows: 
The beginning of your relationship with a new firm is beautiful, because it’s 
pure. You’re not engulfed with the interpersonal polities. You don’t know 
anything yet. You’re pure. You can make friends with everybody without 
being influenced by all the dynamics that just kind of grow as a cancer the 
longer you stay. So that’s what I enjoyed here. I came in. I didn’t know any 
of the politics. I was in an environment that was a corporate mentality as 
opposed to an entrepreneurial, boutique environment. 
Heather was used to working 18 hours a day and had to adjust to a normal 8-10 hours 
work day and couldn’t believe the difference. 
Some participants described beginning a new job as starting over in learning the 
culture and developing their style in the new environment. Claire described her¬ 
self as being in the ‘honeymoon period’ because she was new in her position. She 
described herself as trying to make an impact, even though she was still learning the 
politics, in order that her management could realize her true value. She said: 
Right now, I don’t feel overwhelmingly supported because I’m new. I guess 
it’s sort of the honeymoon period. This is my read: They saw me; they saw a 
good deal; they grabbed me. And I think maybe they didn’t need me for a 
while. But that’s okay, because they are paying me very well to be patient. 
That’s fine. They know what I do but they don’t really see the impact of what 
I’ve done. I don’t think they’re in tune yet. I have to pull at their sleeve and 
say, “Okay, do you really want me to do that?” 
They plan to give her three or four projects that are high-profile. Claire understood 
that although she is now learning but accomplishing little, she’ll soon be ready to 
do what she was hired to do. She claimed to have adjusted easily but is patiently 
awaiting her time to make an impact in her corporation. 
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Some of the participants described their second stage as observing others or 
getting comfortable with their position. Kay described her stages as phases and 
described her second phase as observing others. She said: 
I am very observant of others, so you could say that a phase would be learning 
from the practices of others, which some people are blind to. If I saw some¬ 
body being promoted, I would undoubtedly either ask that person what they 
thought the reasons were why they were promoted or do some self-assessment 
I was constantly in this phase where I would pick people that I thought were 
successful, and then say, “What makes them a success?” If I’m loud at a 
meeting and other successful people are quiet, I would say, “Well, I should 
be more quiet.” 
Kay described her ‘observing phase’, in particular observing skills and success char¬ 
acteristics, as important to her career. 
Some of the participants described their third stage as cultivating their leader¬ 
ship style and attaining their decision-making style. Ruth described how she had 
progressed in terms of decision-making from earlier stages of needing support to later 
stages of making her own decisions. She said: 
Definitely in terms of being able to make decisions on my own along the 
way. That has grown tremendously. I used to ask my manager a lot of 
things, “Should I do this?” I was told that I have always followed the chain 
of command to a fault. 
Ruth related that she had always let loyalty guide her actions until she felt betrayed 
by her boss in not getting the promotion. Willa described her third stage as over¬ 
lapping with her second stage. She said: 
Sometimes two and three overlap. The individual stages are not always 
distinctive, except for the research stage. That’s distinctive. When I moved 
to the third stage, that was comfortable and I was refining. I think there is 
much more of a definition between the first two stages than between the 
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second and third stages, even though I am doing research throughout my whole 
career. I think refining is veiy much a function of the third stage. 
Willa described her third stage as refining her leadership abilities and described her 
stages as ‘flowing back and forth’. She claimed that the stages were not rigid. 
Most participants described their last stage (whether the third or fourth stage) 
as the stage to teach others what they have learned. Mentoring and teaching others 
was important to many participants, especially Pam and Willa. Pam described her 
fourth stage as mentoring and teaching others what you have learned as follows: 
My last stage is the fulfillment of having your employees rise to the same 
level. I love mentoring. I’m giving back. I love watching. I have one person 
who keeps saying to me no matter where you go. I’m going with you. 
Pam related that her staff claimed they learned every day with her as their leader. 
Willa described her fourth stage as teaching others or mentoring. She said 
The fourth stage is mentoring or teaching others. My grandfather used to say 
to me, “Do anything that you want until you can teach it, and then move on.” 
Once you teach something, you can either continue to teach or move on to 
something else, depending on your personality. 
Willa felt that teaching others what you have learned is part of the evolution process 
or developing to a point where you decide if you want to continue teaching or move 
on. Some felt coaching or teaching others came naturally to them while others felt 
they taught through giving instructions and showing others. Linda described that she 
mentored others by doing and showing. She felt that she didn’t teach per se but 
her staff learned from doing projects with her. 
All the participants described an adjustment or learning stage when starting in a 
new company. Most participants (e.g., Willa, Kay, Heather, Claire, Marie and Linda) 
115 
thought carefully before describing their different stages and identified specific ex¬ 
amples. However, Diane knew and answered quickly that there were seven stages 
that she experienced and she defined them clearly and succinctly. She described a 
‘mastery’ stage or teaching others. After completion of one career and being ready to 
teach others, she started a new career. She said: 
When I got to the end of my road and I didn’t want to be in retailing anymore, 
I was complete with my career. I left the chain of stores I started and I was 
really complete. I actually completed a future that I had stepped into in 1971. 
I fulfilled a future that I set out to accomplish. I went back to graduate school 
in education and I loved it. I remember walking in and I felt I was home. 
Diane described her seventh stage as being a new beginning or starting over period. 
She completed a masters in education and started her consulting company. 
The senior executive women in this study described their career stages by relating 
experiences that seemed similar or were perceived in the same way. Each participant 
progressed from the first stage depending on their comfort level and adaptation to a 
new stage. The career stages as described by the twelve participants were fluid, in¬ 
teresting, and similar. The similarities existed despite the participants being unaware 
of what the others had said. Most, except for Diane, who saw seven stages, viewed 
their careers in three or four stages with a beginning, ‘pure’ or learning the culture 
stage, followed by a developing their skills stage or learning the political game and 
protocols. The participants’ third stage was described as a peak or comfortable 
phase. Most participants described being competent, cultivating or refining their 
leadership style in this stage. How the participants viewed their second or third 
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stages differed slightly but all were similar. The participants viewed their last stage 
to include teaching others and giving back what they had learned. Each partici¬ 
pant described what they experienced in their own words yet they were similar 
in their descriptions. Although the names of the stages may have been different the 
context was almost the same implying that most of the participants experienced 
comparable stages throughout their careers. The next chapter presents the five major 
themes discovered in this study and a discussion of these themes referring to the 
literature review in Chapter II. 
CHAPTER V 
DISCUSSION 
Researchers in academic and popular literature have attempted to explain why 
career women may be prevented from successfully achieving senior level posi¬ 
tions in corporations. Scholars (e.g., Bierema, 1994; Mainiero, 1994; Swiss, 1996; 
Wallace, 1994) reported various internal or external factors (e.g., self-confidence, 
gender bias) which contribute to executive women attaining corporate senior posi¬ 
tions. This study focused on examining some of the common factors reported by the 
participants covering three broad areas which were presented in Chapter IV: (1) the 
corporate individual or senior executive woman, (2) the corporate environment, and 
(3) the individual within the corporate environment. The reported factors are not iso¬ 
lated but interrelated and subject to change depending on situations and career stages. 
The conceptual framework of this study was based on Kohut’s (1977) concept of 
strong internal selves initiating action and Gergen’s (1991) concept of individuals 
adapting to their changing environments. This study’s results supported these com¬ 
bined concepts, showing that in order to succeed a strong individual adapts to a chan¬ 
ging corporate environment. The participants in this study not only described them¬ 
selves as confident, self-directed and as having strong internal selves, but also as 
having developed an internal awareness that has helped them initiate appropriate 
action and adapt to external demands, including changing environments and difficult 
situations in their careers. 
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Chapter V presents in two parts the major themes and issues evolving from a 
deeper analysis of the results. The first part discusses the major topic of this 
study of a confident individual adapting to the corporate culture by identifying five 
major themes: (1) navigating within changing corporate environments; (2) evolving 
into flexible leaders who make a corporate impact; (3) developing learning strategies 
and support systems vital for success; (4) reframing corporate barriers into challen¬ 
ges; and (5) overcoming gender bias in the corporate culture. The second part 
discusses the participants’ concerns: balanced lifestyles and fairness or justice issues. 
Major Themes 
The factors found contributing to the participants’ success were complex and in¬ 
terrelated, depending on career phases, the type of industry, and other factors not 
included in the scope of this study. However, this study found that the following five 
major themes depicted senior executive women who are active, self-directed and not 
afraid to make decisions that make an impact in their companies. They seemed to 
take charge of their careers and education, navigate through barriers, meet challenges 
and become dynamic leaders who affect the welfare of those around them. 
Navigating Within Changing Corporate Environments 
A common concept throughout this study was the senior executive woman initia¬ 
ting action to adapt to her corporate environment. One major factor contributing to 
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her ability to navigate within a corporate environment was a strong sense of self. The 
participants in this study described confident internal selves (e.g., not easily influ¬ 
enced by outside factors) and a drive to succeed in male-dominated corporations. 
They described themselves as self-reflective, self-evaluative and aware of their skills 
and strengths. Although many participants did succeed in large corporations, some 
chose not to adapt to the corporate culture and started their own companies creating 
their own culture. 
One of the most pervasive internal factors reported by the participants that con¬ 
tributed to their success was self-confidence. Many researchers (Bierema, 1994; 
Mainiero, 1994; Northcutt, 1991; Swiss, 1996) consider self-confidence to be vital 
for success. In this study, the important issues were not whether women were confi¬ 
dent or not, but the ways they sustained or perceived their confidence and the ways 
they built strengths or skills. The participants in this study refined their own methods 
for increasing confidence and developing their skills. They found that high self-con¬ 
fidence helped them adapt to the corporate culture or apply their skills appropriately. 
Most of the participants in this study described how they cultivated an indivi¬ 
dual method to monitor or guide themselves everyday, being aware of where they 
were, and what they needed to do. Although the participants were similar in the way 
they are aware of themselves, the level of confidence they had in any given situation 
or their method of elevating self-confidence varied. Some participants described 
thinking about how confident they were and described ‘feeling low’ or ‘in a slump’. 
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Diane raised her confidence after she reflected and decided what she had to do to 
keep her confidence high. She described this process as follows: 
Oh, fve lost my self-confidence. I’ve gotten into slumps. But I can’t let myself 
do this. I’ve felt like a victim, but I knew it was just that. And I knew that I 
was in this particular mode, “ If I come from here about this, this isn’t 
going to work out.” I actually got coaching on how to handle this, “How do 
I handle this to get what I want?” 
Diane stated that frequently she monitored how she felt about herself and took on 
outside challenges, such as becoming an equestrian, to raise her confidence. Each 
participant would develop strategies to build confidence depending on their skills and 
strengths. Some claimed to build strengths outside the work environment which 
elevated their confidence and then later helped them achieve projects at work. 
Self confidence or the ‘sense of selves’ that the participants described came from 
subjective experiences and not from outside sources. Some participants (e.g., Nora, 
Barbara, Ruth, Kay and Linda) focused on maintaining or elevating their self- 
confidence by completing tasks and winning or by solving problems. Others (e g., 
Susan, Diane and Willa) raised confidence by creating artistic displays or developing 
new styles. Some participants (e.g., Kay, Marie, Nora and Linda) avoided difficult 
situations if they thought they would fail. Most of the participants described them¬ 
selves as being self-reflective and self-evaluative, using every opportunity to observe 
their own behavior as well as the behavior of other successful executives. 
Culture, society and environment also have been shown to play a role in the 
development of self-concept (Gergen, 1991; Markus & Nurius, 1987). Gergen’s 
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(1991) concept of self defines self in a social context. He contends that people 
are able to modify their self-concepts through changing, not only external sur¬ 
roundings, but also internal awareness and self-evaluation (Gergen, 1991). Self- 
evaluation is difficult to measure and the results of this study support that it vacil¬ 
lates and depends on many factors. However, the participants in this study were 
cognizant that their self-perceptions also fluctuated and were dedicated to main¬ 
taining a consistent, stable, or balanced self, developing their own active careers. 
Several participants (e.g., Kay, Heather and Nora) confirmed Blustein and 
Noumair’s (1996) belief that an individual seeks ways to learn to maintain inner 
cohesion through awareness, pursuing diverse experiences and adapting to changing 
circumstances. The results of this study showed that most participants maintain 
their high confidence and self-knowledge through self-awareness adjusting to new 
challenges or crises. This study concurred with many studies (e.g., Betz & Fitzgerald, 
1987; Mainiero, 1994; Northcutt, 1991) which have found that most successful career 
women rely on their own self-value rather than seeking respect from external sources 
or other people. Kay and Nora claimed not to be as affected by outside opinion as 
some of their colleagues . Some participants (e.g., Diane and Marie) seemed to have 
a high self-confidence but when their confidence felt low, they worked on themselves 
or sought help. In this study, self-evaluation refers to the value placed on the partici¬ 
pants’ self-concept in a work context and how they experience themselves. Repor¬ 
tedly, self-value was increased by accepting challenging opportunities; thus, many of 
the participants can experience themselves as winning or having confidence. 
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Most executive women in this study developed consistent, confident self-images 
that helped them navigate within the corporate environment. They accepted many 
challenges in changing environments. The participants in this study were in charge of 
their careers and perceived themselves as successful or tough enough to overcome 
barriers. Their awareness of their skills and strengths contributed to their ability to 
adapt to difficult situations or changes in their corporate environment, such as career 
moves, promotions or solving problems. The participants seem aware of their 
ambition, goals and drive to succeed. Most perceive themselves as capable of 
success, believing in their skills or talents and making decisions that accelerated 
their careers. 
Evolving into Flexible Leaders Who Make A Corporate Impact 
The participants in this study defined themselves as dynamic leaders who are 
flexible, utilizing a variety of styles depending on the situation or crisis. Although the 
participants in this study claim a primary leadership style, most seemed to change 
their styles or combine them with other styles when dealing with clients and solving 
problems or crises. Several participants described themselves as impact leaders or 
making a difference in their corporations, especially in making decisions affecting 
the welfare of others. Most of these participants described themselves as evolved or 
developed leaders, self-reflective and operative similar to Mainiero’s (1994) 
‘seasoned’ leaders. They also described themselves as leaders who are not afraid to 
take risks and make independent decisions, while developing leadership strategies. 
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The results of this study reveal that five participants have had a predominantly 
participatory leadership style, four have had a direct style, and three have had a 
negotiating style. Kay described her strengths and weaknesses with clarity and 
concern. She described her direct leadership style as follows: 
It’s a double-edged sword for me. I’m far more direct and aggressive than 
most people. It’s a leadership style that’s effective, but it’s a leadership style 
that’s destructive. Because I’m so direct, sometimes I don’t value the opinions 
of others. When I should be soliciting opinions so that I can make sure I’m 
making the right decision, I may not. I just believe that I’m smarter. 
Kay and Nora claimed to be direct leaders but rewarded well those who followed 
them. They expressed the need to be direct to get the job done and to be effective. 
Since seven participants report a primary leadership style other than a participatory 
style, this study does not support Loden’s (1985) and Rosener’s (1995) claim that the 
participatory leadership style is the primary style of executive women. Bass and 
Avolio (1994) also presented the leadership concept that depicts male leadership 
as ‘transactional’ or direct (giving orders from top to bottom) and female leadership 
as ‘transformational’ or participatory (empowering others). Bass and Avolio’s con¬ 
cepts seem rigid. The participants in this study have had diversified leadership styles 
combining many styles, especially during crises. The negotiating style was reported 
to be used mostly in difficult situations. The participants seemed to use the partici¬ 
patory style when collaborating or when working with their staff. In general, they 
seemed to be dynamic, flexible and eclectic leaders using whatever style was 
appropriate based on the people involved and the difficulty of the situation. 
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Helgesen (1990), in her book The Female Advantage, claims that the feminine 
style of participatory or web-like communication style is the most beneficial one to 
the women in her study. However, most of her participants owned small companies 
and are not part of large financial corporations as are many of the participants in this 
study. Most of the participants in this study reported utilizing the direct style (top 
down) or hierarchical style and the negotiating style which are more associated with 
leadership styles stereotypically considered to be masculine. However, the women in 
this study seem to value collaboration when necessary. Gender differences (e.g., wo¬ 
men being more participatory and less direct or negotiating) did not seem to apply 
completely in this study. The leadership styles of the participants seemed to be 
flexible with a mixture of those leadership styles stereotypically considered to be 
masculine and feminine. 
Rosener (1995) states that “collaboration is the ultimate form of competition44 and 
that “competition and collaboration need not be mutually exclusive” (p. 199). She 
continues, “Competition implies maleness but is not contradictory to collaboration” 
(Rosener, 1995, p. 199). The findings in this study showed that many participants 
collaborated when necessary and often adapted their leadership style to the situation. 
They seemed to adapt to their specific corporate environment even when competition 
was the rule. Claire and Heather seemed comfortable with both collaboration and 
negotiation. Some participants (e.g., Kay, Willa and Nora) seemed more comfortable 
with competition and compromise, while others (e.g., Barbara, Susan, Linda) seemed 
comfortable with collaboration and a participatory style. 
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Some participants (e.g., Kay and Willa) reiterated the importance of being an 
‘impact player’ or leader who can make decisions affecting the welfare of a corpora¬ 
tion. They claimed it was an important concept. Although ‘impact player’ appears 
to be a jargon-like expression giving the illusion of being at a sports event or making 
colliding or forceful decisions, a few participants used this phrase. However, these 
‘impact’ decisions seemed to be made for the welfare of the people in corporations. 
Kay had related that a key to her success was being an ‘impact’ leader. She said: 
In order to get ahead, you have to be an impact player, even if you make some 
wrong decisions. I’ve seen it work enough so that I’m more willing to make a 
wrong decision, because I know I’ll just get over it. Most women think, “Oh 
my God, a wrong decision will just kill me”. Men make wrong decisions every 
half-hour, so if we make them every 45 minutes, we’re better. 
Kay described what was necessary to get ahead, and described herself as confident in 
handling the ups and downs of decision-making as part of her daily routine. 
The common use of the term ‘impact player’ in terms of decision-making was an 
unexpected finding in this study. Researchers (e.g., Bierema, 1994; Kanter, 1983; 
Loden, 1985; Wallace, 1994) discussed the importance of being a team player but the 
literature review of this study did not find executive women referring to themselves 
as ‘impact players.’ Swiss (1996) in her study referred to decision-making as making 
a difference but she did not use the term ‘impact player’. Half the participants des¬ 
cribed themselves as ‘impact leaders’ in this study and have received awards, created 
efficient or dedicated staffs, or made a difference in their corporations by making 
decisions affecting the welfare of others. Others participants thought in global terms 
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when making decisions and were concerned with making decisions affecting those 
outside their own immediate circle. Marie described evolving to a global thinker, 
developing strategies and becoming a dynamic leader as follows: 
As you start getting into a more global picture, you have more skill sets 
which you draw upon and they are the essence of who you are. Now you can 
put the pieces of the puzzle together which not only uses your analytical and 
intuitive skills, but also your knowledge of the organization, the people, and 
what happened in the past. You put all the pieces of the picture together 
developing your strategy. 
Marie recently described herself as entering into senior management where she 
realized that her views has to be expanded to look at a broader picture. This study 
agreed with the results of Swiss’s (1996) research which found that senior execu¬ 
tive women gained control of their own career, took risks and made decisions 
that made a difference in their corporations. This study also found that the partici¬ 
pants were action-oriented strategists who were not afraid to make significant 
contributions to their corporations. 
In terms of comparing the participants’ evolved leadership styles and career stages 
to Mainiero’s (1994) four stages, most of the results are consistent with Mainiero’s 
four stages. Mainiero described key ‘seasoning’ lessons in executive development as 
reported by her executives. Her senior executive women’s four stages are as follows: 
Stage 1-Political Naivete (learning the culture and knowing what not to say) 
Stage 2—Building Credibility (working twice as hard and gaining trust) 
Stage 3—Refining a Style (trusting one’s leadership style and decisions) 
Stage 4-Shouldering Responsibility (teaching others and mentoring). 
Her study showed key events that occurred within each stage and Mainiero grouped 
them into four distinct stages. The participants in this study were asked to describe 
127 
any phases, stages or periods that they might have experienced from their pers¬ 
pectives. They identified from three to seven stages with some stages interrelating; 
for example, Willa described her second and third stages as going back and forth. 
Diane described seven stages that she experienced in her career but when compared 
to Mainiero’s, they could be viewed as four major stages. Her first three stages could 
correspond to Mainiero’s first two stages, her fourth and fifth stages would be equal 
to Mainiero’s third stage, and her sixth and seventh stages to Mainiero’s fourth stage. 
Almost all of the participants described their first stage or period, just as in 
Mainiero’s (1994) study, as a learning the culture, or work environment and how they 
fit. They learned skills, communication styles or language of the corporate culture. 
Mainiero called this stage ‘Political Naivete’ since the participants described a period 
of developing an awareness of the culture. The participants in this study who only 
identified three stages (e.g., Marie, Ruth, Claire, Linda and Susan) seemed to 
incorporate the first one to include Mainiero’s second stage of‘Building Credibility’. 
They likened their three career stages to a beginning, middle and ending period with 
the ending one being open to a new beginning or other career. 
The participants seemed to describe their stages as not being as distinct as 
Mainiero’s four stages but seemed to go back and forth until a personal growth or 
transformation evolved helping them realize that they now viewed things differently. 
Most of the participants (e.g., Willa, Pam, Kay, Linda, Nora, Diane, Susan, Claire, 
Heather and Barbara) seemed to be comfortable with their developed decision- 
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making and eclectic leadership styles. Their career stages laid a foundation or 
groundwork for the participants to build on their experiences for developing 
leadership styles that helped them succeed. In this study the participants described 
building on their experiences, navigating within the corporate environment and 
developing strategies to succeed. Most participants seemed flexible and determined 
to succeed, refining their leadership styles while transforming to new stages. 
Developing Learning Strategies And Support Systems Vital For Success 
Most of the participants in this study preferred informal (e.g., by observing others 
or receiving training from their superiors) to formal education and emphasized the 
importance of developing their professional support systems (e.g., mentors, bosses, 
staff). Many participants took an active role in learning from different sources. Al¬ 
though the participants have had at least a college degree which provided basic skills 
for them such as writing, speaking or being good with numbers, most continued to 
pursue various learning methods throughout their careers. Some participants learned 
‘the way things are done’ or ‘the ropes’ from their bosses or mentors. These profes¬ 
sional work relationships were described by most participants as vital or critical for 
success since from their help, the participants learned how to succeed in their corpor¬ 
ations. Most participants learned skills on-the-job or took informal training classes 
and reported that these were productive and efficient learning methods for them. 
The participants described their early career strategies to include learning many of 
their skills (e.g., technical writing, political strategy) on-the-job or developing their 
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personality traits (e.g., risk-taking, assertiveness). Most of the skills and traits 
learned on-the-job, as described by the participants, have been reported as masculine 
characteristics by many researchers. Fagenson (1990) concluded that both males and 
females in upper management had masculine characteristics while females in lower 
level management had mostly feminine characteristics. Several researchers (e.g., 
Fagenson, 1990; Northcutt, 1991) have described personality traits considered to be 
masculine (e.g., ambition, aggressiveness) as necessary for success. However, the 
participants in this study did not describe their personality traits in terms of masculine 
or feminine traits or skills but rather as management skills regardless of gender. This 
study agrees with the findings that people in upper management are perceived to have 
masculine traits. However, separating personality traits or skills as masculine or fe¬ 
minine emphasizes gender differences rather than focusing on human skills or traits. 
One of the most important ongoing strategies the participants described was de¬ 
veloping professional or work relationships (e.g., mentors, networks, staff) through¬ 
out their careers. The term ‘mentors’ connotes special contacts or appointed people, 
but in this study, the term ‘mentors’ included bosses, colleagues or other important 
professional relationships that helped or guided the participants to success. For 
example, Claire used her network as ‘mentors’ and described the importance of 
having a network. She established a network to help her solve problems as follows: 
I didn’t realize that one of the biggest problems in my career could be not 
having a network. No one ever told me that you needed to have a network. 
Even when you saw networking, it was kind of something that men did. And 
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if women did it, it was a “women’s club” or a “hen party”. I saw it then as a 
kind of “nice to have” rather than as a safety net or life-blood. 
Claire depicted her early career as learning what was important to succeed. For some 
participants networking was vital as their support system. For others, (Pam and Nora) 
mentors aided the participants not only in learning on-the-job but also contributing 
to overcoming barriers, such as the ‘old boys’ network.’ Several researchers (e.g., 
Bierema, 1994; Wallace, 1994; Swiss, 1996) concluded that career women need to 
meet challenges or the changing needs of a corporate culture by learning to develop a 
corporate network and mentors. 
Most senior executive women in this study described developing many important 
work relationships with their mentors during their careers. The importance of men¬ 
tors and the influence of their relationships to some of the participants’ careers was 
evident. Pam described mentors in her early career as follows: 
I always felt like they were big brothers mentoring me and they were not 
afraid to reward me. I was lucky to be surrounded with people who felt 
their subordinates should be better than they were. They always felt that I 
could do it so the challenge was to do it and not fail. 
Pam learned a great deal from her mentors. She seemed to have been motivated 
early in her career by the expectations of others and their belief in her ability. As she 
progressed in her career, she claimed to have the same expectations for others that 
she does for herself. Most participants seemed to value their working relationships. 
The participants reported events or stories that described their relationships and 
the influence of these relationships. They described how other people viewed them 
131 
and how their relationships evolved with other colleagues, subordinates and 
superiors, as well as clients. Some researchers ( e.g., Gilligan, 1982; Josselson, 1987) 
claimed that women and their identity might be defined by their relationships and 
relationships were paramount in their lives. Many researchers (e.g., Helgesen, 1990; 
Rosener, 1995) claimed that relationships were the most important aspect of most 
female executives careers and an important factor to their success. This study agreed 
that relationships are important but are only one aspect of success. In this study, the 
role of relationships was found to be key but played more of a supportive role to a 
senior executive woman’s career success. Some participants (e.g., Marie and 
Barbara) discussed the importance of good working relationships. Marie described 
the delicate balance of establishing good communication with her clients. She said. 
You need to have other people. You’re not developing this project in a 
vacuum. You need to have input from other people not because you can’t do 
it but because of learning their expectations. You need to have some back¬ 
ground information on what’s happening. 
Marie also learned in her career the importance of learning communication 
and relationship skills. There seemed to be different types of support systems (e.g., 
mentors, networks, teams, staff). Each participant seemed to learn how to develop 
teams, work relationships and other support strategies for success but they were not 
defined by their relationships. 
Maintaining work relationships, especially with mentors, bosses, colleagues and 
staff members seemed important to the participants’ support system. Most partici¬ 
pants expressed that they learned a great deal from on-the-job learning and their pro- 
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fessional support systems which was vital to success. The participants described how 
gaining experience on-the-job was valuable and having networks was important to 
succeed. The experience they gained on-the-job seemed to help them increase confi¬ 
dence or attain senior positions. Their professional work relationships contributed to 
the participants’ education and development. 
Refraining Corporate Barriers Into Challenges 
The corporate culture has many factors (e.g., gender bias, ‘old boys’ network’) 
that may contribute to preventing executive women from success or attaining senior 
level positions. Several researchers (Bierema, 1994; Catalyst, 1995) report that 
understanding the corporate culture plays an important role in the success of female 
executives. Many participants view the corporate culture and barriers they faced as 
a huge challenge in their careers and viewed barriers in different ways depending on 
the situation. In this study, the results show that it isn’t only that the participants have 
had internal and external barriers to overcome, but the ways they perceived their bar¬ 
riers or how they reframed them into challenges are more significant. They 
also identified experiencing a combination of both internal and external barriers. 
Internal barriers (whether alone or combined with external barriers) seemed more 
difficult to overcome since these usually prevented the participants from progressing 
to the next level. However, most participants who overcame internal barriers were 
also able to overcome external ones. Others, who had decided to accept their internal 
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barriers were content to be where they were (i.e., not driven to be promoted or attain 
further success). However, most participants seemed to overcome their internal 
barriers by developing strong confident selves. Although some barriers were identi¬ 
fied by the participants as internal, the most oppressive barriers were reported to be 
external which were a part of the male-dominated corporate culture. 
The most frequent corporate external barriers described by the participants were 
gender bias and the ‘old boys’ network’. These barriers seemed difficult to overcome 
but most participants view these external barriers as challenges. As the results 
showed, several participants reframe their barriers into challenges by not focusing 
on the gender bias problem and by not allowing gender bias to stop them from 
achieving their goals. Others, who were not willing to overcome external barriers 
within corporations started their own companies and created their own non-threa¬ 
tening environments. Those participants who experienced both types of barriers, 
internal and external, seemed aware that they were stopping themselves from further 
promotion by not pushing themselves to overcome these barriers. Some parti¬ 
cipants seemed content to acknowledge that there was gender bias and that they were 
not going to overcome it. 
Swiss (1996) claimed that half of her surveyed 325 women reported internal 
barriers and the other half reported external barriers. However, this study showed 
two types of barriers that could combine and reinforce each other. Some of partici¬ 
pants (Ruth and Marie) described being ambivalent or going back and forth between 
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feeling held back by personal reasons, gender biases or the network. Swiss claimed 
that her participants overcame gender barriers and rewrote the unwritten rules of 
behavior. In this study, most participants overcame barriers, both internal and ex¬ 
ternal and did not focus on gender bias or the ‘male/female thing’. 
Kanter (1983) and Mainiero (1986) argued that while an organization plays an 
enormous role in keeping women from reaching positions of power, career women 
can overcome barriers. Wallace (1994) in her study concluded that internal and ex¬ 
ternal barriers existed, while Kanter (1977) viewed most barriers to women as ex¬ 
ternal and not attributable to women. This study found many barriers to be a combi¬ 
nation of both internal and external factors, interrelated and viewed differently at 
various times and not fitting into specific categories. The ways that the participants 
perceived their barriers became more important than categorizing them. 
In this study the important factor was how strong or confident the participants 
felt in overcoming barriers. Their perceptions of internal strengths seemed to deter¬ 
mine whether they viewed the corporate culture as a barrier or challenge and what 
strategies they would use to succeed. Some participants (e.g., Ruth, Heather, Willa 
and Nora) described their perceptions of gender bias in corporations as valid, while 
others (e.g., Kay, Pam, Diane and Barbara) described them as there but not influen¬ 
cing them. Some participants (e.g., Marie and Linda) viewed gender bias in the form 
of‘old boys’ network’ where some of the informal communication among male exe¬ 
cutives excluded many of the female executives. Although they viewed themselves as 
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disadvantaged from that perspective, they reframed their barriers into challenges, di¬ 
recting their careers to avoid many obstacles. 
Overcoming Gender Bias In The Corporate Culture 
Some participants reported they encountered gender bias as being passed over 
for promotions since they were women or as confronting a ‘glass ceiling’ where 
they could not attain the highest or senior level positions. Other participants reported 
experiencing gender bias as being a woman in a male-dominated corporate environ¬ 
ment, where they felt excluded from informal gatherings. Generally, the participants 
related that they had to prove themselves more than their male counterparts and at 
times they were not included in various all-male gatherings. Some participants (e.g., 
Kay, Nora and Claire) reported having to learn sports such as golf, softball or at least 
learn the rules of these games to feel included or gain access into the male networks. 
Others felt overwhelmed by being treated as outsiders and started their own support 
networks, while still trying to establish a connection in the ‘old boy’s network’. 
Swiss (1996) claimed in her study that 88% of the 80 senior executive women 
that she surveyed viewed all-male networks as a deep-seated obstacle to their 
advancement. Swiss claimed that her participants felt disadvantaged in getting 
ahead. Chaffins et al. (1995) described female executives as ‘outsiders’ in corpora¬ 
tions and that it was difficult, if not impossible, for a woman to be accepted in the 
‘old boys’ network’. They stated “men feel more comfortable with other men and, 
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therefore, are malevolent toward women who they usually perceive as intruders” 
(Chaffins et al., 1995, p. 384). Olivier (1993) and Swiss (1996) claimed that cor¬ 
porate males seemed uncomfortable with executive females. Kanter (1977, 1983, 
1989) also claimed that most barriers were outside executive women. In this study, 
most participants perceived barriers as external to themselves and they overcame 
obstacles or barriers which affected them by initiating action to avoid them. 
Some participants (e.g., Willa and Ruth) viewed networking as laborious since it 
was difficult to break into the ‘old boys’ network’. Many had utilized their profes¬ 
sional relationships (e.g., mentors, bosses) to help them infiltrate male groups while 
others, for example, Pam, Heather and Claire, created their own networks which 
helped them overcome barriers to advancement. Claire had to learn the corporate 
culture by trial and error since she came from a background which did not teach her 
what to expect or how to deal politically. She decided to start her own network so 
that she could overcome barriers this way: 
I’d go out to my network, and I would ask people. And in the past, I had been 
given projects and failed, simply because I didn’t have that network. If you 
talk about women being set up for failure, it’s because the workplace gives 
them responsibilities and there’s no support mechanism. A lot of communi¬ 
cation is done in the iocker room’. 
Claire felt that she could have done better early in her career if she had created or 
had been accepted into a supportive network. 
Several participants (e.g.. Heather, Willa, Ruth, and Nora) were concerned with 
gender bias and equity issues. For example. Heather related how she felt about her 
not getting promoted as follows: 
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There is no question in my mind that this was unfair. It was inequitable. 
It wasn’t that there was some part of the job I couldn’t do. They were 
making up a part of the job that no working mother could do. 
Heather continued to fight for what she believed to be right and got her promotion. 
Ruth also felt that when her male colleague got the promotion she expected, this was 
unfair. She also described a situation in her company where the number of women 
in senior positions is less now than a few years ago. She said: 
I am one of the few women in the department. We had a change in the 
head of the department, who my boss reports to, and there’s a definite change. 
In the prior regime, it was like fifty-fifty, men and women. We now have 
gone backwards in that regard. 
Ruth related her concern since other female colleagues informed her that they looked 
around and she was the only female group head. She reported that this was unfair to 
many executive women who sought senior positions and felt excluded. 
Some participants (e.g., Diane, Kay, Heather and Claire) felt comfortable with 
the corporate culture and seemed to progress by not focusing on gender issues or 
differences. They seemed to not acknowledge they were confronting a ‘glass 
ceiling’ but navigated through it and moved ahead to gain the positions they wanted 
to attain. Others (e.g., Nora and Willa) acknowledged they could not progress to 
where they wanted to be and created their own companies. They seemed to acknow¬ 
ledge there is a ‘glass ceiling’ and they were not going to confront it or stay there. 
Some participants (Pam, Nora and Willa) seemed to prepare themselves impending 
or possible gender bias. For example, Pam used her son’s name for a pseudo 
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male partner and Nora started her firm with a male partner. Although Willa is the 
owner of her company, she has a male partner who is presented in her advertisement. 
The choices and opportunities that the participants were presented and the choices 
they made showed that they reflected on the fact that there is societal prejudice and 
gender bias against females in senior roles or as head of companies. Several partici¬ 
pants who described themselves as uncomfortable being a woman in a male-domina¬ 
ted environment took appropriate action and left their companies. Those participants 
who seemed comfortable with gender bias in their corporations seemed to not think 
about these obstacles and did not think about or focus on gender bias. They seemed 
to act unconsciously to protect themselves and mitigate the negative influence of 
gender bias. 
Major Issues 
Many participants described issues or concerns that they had which were not 
included in the interview questions. When asked what else they would like to say 
in the interview, several participants brought up the issue of balanced lifestyles and 
having time for both work and home activities. Many participants also seemed to be 
concerned with fairness and justice issues which they confronted as executive women 
in the corporate world. They felt there was injustice if they were not given equal op- 
portunites or promoted when they deserved to be. Most seemed to acknowledge the 
choices they made and for which they may have to pay a price. However, these 
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choices (e.g., career or family or both) are additional choices that many of their male 
colleagues do not have to consider. This section of Chapter V discusses the two 
major concerns the participants had raised: (1) balancing lifestyles, and (2) fairness 
and justice issues. 
Balanced Lifestyles 
An interesting revelation in this study was the way some participants voiced 
concern over balanced lifestyles. Although they seemed clear on handling difficult 
situations or navigating throughout their careers, some expressed that incorporating a 
balanced life between work and home was perhaps even more difficult. The effect 
of sociological expectations on women’s career choices or family roles is not clear. 
This study focused on executive women navigating within corporations but when 
they were asked their definition of success, some participants mentioned balancing 
work and home activities. For a few, happiness seemed to be a balanced lifestyle. 
Balanced lifestyle has been a large issue with many researchers (e.g. Bierema, 
1994; Swiss, 1996). Bierema (1994) concluded that having high self-confidence 
was dependent on a balanced lifestyle. This study did not address this relationship. 
However, several participants (e.g.. Heather and Ruth) reported that having families 
did change the way upper management viewed them for promotions. Swiss (1996) 
reported that most executive women with children were perceived as less committed 
to their careers. Northcutt (1991) and Swiss (1996) identified that ambition and self- 
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directed careers were major traits of executive women. Once executive women have 
families, they seem to be perceived as not as driven or self-directed. However, some 
of the senior executive women with families in this study seemed to find a balance 
between work and home responsibilities, while others were working on this balance. 
Some participants defined success as having a balanced lifestyle or balancing 
home activities and work activities. Others (e.g., Pam, Willa, and Linda) defined 
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success as being content and having accomplished their goals. Heather defined suc¬ 
cess as feeling gratified in her work, in her home and gratified as a human being. 
When Kay was asked to add anything at the end of her interview she stated a ba¬ 
lanced lifestyle was a concern. She felt that this was an issue for most corporate wo¬ 
men. Although she was dedicated 100% to her company during the week, Kay 
claimed that she tried not think about her job on the weekends. Kay described her 
lifestyle this way: 
There is none. I do covet my weekends, but Monday through Friday 1 am out 
every night doing something with the job, for example, a dinner, or entertain¬ 
ing somebody, or a candidate that I’m interviewing, or speaking at a con¬ 
ference. The chairman does not require that, but certainly the executives are 
expected to be out three nights a week. If you’re out four nights a week, who 
cares? So there is no balance. I don’t know how men with wives and children 
do it and I don’t know how women with husbands and children do it. 
Kay described herself as never wanting to have children but definitely wanting to be 
married. She claimed her husband had been very supportive of her career and went 
every place with her and her career was not an issue in her divorce. Kay felt that her 
home lifestyle and career lifestyle were hard to separate. Nora had a separate home 
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life but she felt that her lifestyle demanded 100% of her time at work and at home. 
She would like to have a more balanced lifestyle. Pam and Willa felt that their work 
and family life were integrated. In general, Claire, Pam, Heather and Ruth seemed to 
balance family life and a work or career life quite successfully. 
Betz and Fitzgerald (1987) found four major factors that facilitated young wo¬ 
men’s career development: (1) high self-esteem (2) high academic self-concept 
(3) role models and supportive family and (4) adult lifestyles with few or no children. 
In this study, most participants described themselves having all four factors. It is 
interesting to note that concerning their home lifestyles, six of the participants had no 
children and six were married, divorced or separated with two children except one 
who had four. Three participants (Ruth, Heather and Pam) seemed content with their 
marriages, having children and successful careers. Nora, Susan and Willa had suc¬ 
cessful partnerships and no children, while Marie, Linda and Claire had children but 
were separated or divorced. Diane, Kay and Barbara had no partners or children. 
The results of this study generally supported Betz and Fitzgerald’s (1987) major 
findings with no outstanding differences. Several participants felt that some sort of 
work and family balance was necessary to be truly successful. 
Fairness and Justice Issues 
Many participants expressed that they had fun doing their work and they were 
content with their career choices. Pam and Willa expressed that they loved going to 
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work and that they enjoyed their integrated and balanced life. However, many 
participants found that they experienced inequities as women in the corporate world. 
Many participants reported that they felt they were excluded from informal all-male 
gatherings or not being informed of certain information necessary for their success 
because of male-dominated unwritten rules of behavior in the corporate culture. 
However, some participants (e.g., Nora, Willa, Heather) were vocal and expressed 
their feelings of being treated unfairly. 
Olivier’s (1993) study found that the common opinion of career executive wo¬ 
men as unhappy is a myth. She found that career women had high self-esteem and 
were tough enough to be outstanding leaders dealing with the corporate world. This 
study generally agreed with her finding. Many researchers (e.g., Betz & Fitzgerald, 
1987; Bierema, 1994; Swiss, 1996) stated that women had to make more choices than 
their male colleagues in pursuing corporate careers. These choices seemed to lead to 
conflicts or at times to a reassessment of their life and career goals. Some partici¬ 
pants expressed rights and justice issues. For example, Nora’s view on justice issues 
included fighting for the rights of others. She said: 
I won’t be compromised. If I see an injustice I go out for it. 
I will do what I can to ensure a fair and equitable solution. 
And I would give it my most. If I wasn’t getting the same back, 
then I would start to make other plans. 
Nora, Willa and Heather described themselves as fighters against any injustices 
or barriers that would impede themselves or others from achieving success. Nora 
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battled for the rights of her female colleagues to be included in the all-male 
attorney softball league in her city and won. 
Heather described her experience of not being promoted as unjust and had the 
courage to fight for it because she believed she was right. Willa sued her company 
for sexual discrimination since she believed they had not treated her fairly. Kay 
fought for her rights and coached others throughout her career. Ruth is now question¬ 
ing her not getting promoted as being unfair and is struggling with her strong feelings 
of loyalty to her boss and her company. Most of the participants in this study seemed 
to battle against what was unfair or inequitable and had strong opinions of right or 
wrong. Some participants (e.g., Ruth, and Heather) described being treated unfairly 
by corporate upper management when perceived as having both a career at work and 
a family at home. These justice issues seemed to be pervasive and many executive 
women confront them in deciding if they want both a family and a successful career. 
Betz and Fitzgerald (1987) in their study on women’s career choices concluded 
that women who do develop scientific and technical skills or instincts often utilized 
these in pursuit of nontraditional careers. However, this study found some women 
with these instincts and others without them who pursued their career development. 
The participants had choices to make and they made them in favor of pursuing both a 
career and home life. Some felt that having children would be impossible while 
others felt they could do both. Some chose to try combining career, home, family, 
while others chose only career and home without children. Most participants’ future 
144 
goals were reportedly to continue pursuing their careers and some expressed that they 
would like to start their own companies. In general, the participants seemed to be 
able to balance home and work responsibilities. 
The social expectation of females staying at home was not their choice although 
two participants did consider this option. The question of having enough time for 
their families or home life was paramount. The dilemma of choosing their own 
fulfillment or the fulfillment of others seemed to be a balancing act that continues 
throughout most of their careers. The fairness and justice issues are also major 
concerns, such as making the right decisions and having equal opportunities. Claire 
summed up her experience in surviving the corporate culture and barriers with advice 
for younger female executives: “to be aggressive in their thinking, making their 
own decisions, taking control of their lives and to not be afraid of taking chances.” 
Kay, Heather, Nora, Willa and Pam related similar advice for younger women. They 
seemed to feel taking action to confront barriers or being in control of their lives was 
important to a successful career. Many participants faced gender bias and conquered 
these barriers by building an interior world that would overcome external opinions. 
They related that one of their biggest challenges as corporate individuals was being 
able to succeed in the corporate environment. However, they still had concerns of a 
balanced life and fairness issues. The next chapter presents a brief summary and 
reviews the major results, conclusion and future implications of this study. 
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CHAPTER VI 
SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND FUTURE IMPLICATIONS 
Many researchers (Bierema, 1994, Catalyst, 1995; Kanter, 1977, 1983, 1989; 
Mainiero, 1986, 1994; Northcutt, 1991; Swiss, 1996; Wallace, 1994) have described 
internal and external factors that might contribute to executive women attaining 
senior positions in corporate America. Less than five percent of senior level positions 
in large corporations are occupied by women (Catalyst, 1995). The senior executive 
women in this study reportedly have faced several challenges and overcome corporate 
barriers during their careers to achieve success. The purpose of this study was to dis¬ 
cover the major factors contributing to their success by identifying how senior exe¬ 
cutive women perceive challenges, overcome corporate barriers and cope with dif¬ 
ficult situations during their careers. A related purpose was to examine the develop¬ 
mental stages that these senior executive women experienced and compare these 
stages with other reported career stages. 
To accomplish the above, in-depth interviews were conducted with twelve senior 
executive women in order to gain a better understanding of how these executive 
women succeed. The major topic of this study was senior executive women adapting 
to their corporate environment and the many factors that helped them succeed within 
the corporate culture. Some participants owned their companies but had at least 10 
years experience in large corporations before starting their new ventures. Many parti¬ 
cipants were self-aware, action-oriented or taking charge of their careers, learning 
skills on-the-job and making appropriate career choices to attain senior positions. 
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The interrelationship of the individual and the corporate environment was estab¬ 
lished as the major conceptual framework for this study. Many researchers (e.g., 
Bierema, 1994; Catalyst, 1995; Kanter, 1977, 1983, 1989) have reported that the 
corporate culture makes an impact on the careers of successful executive women. 
The conceptual framework of this study included a combination of Kohut’s (1977) 
concept of a strong, consistent stable self initiating action and Gergen’s (1991) con¬ 
cept of the changing self adapting to the corporate environment. The results of this 
study confirmed these concepts since the senior executive women in this study sus¬ 
tained consistent and confident selves while adapting to changing cultures. This 
study agreed with recent studies (e.g., Bierema, 1994; Olivier, 1993; Wallace, 1994) 
that have shown how most career women need to adapt to their environment and to 
understand their corporate culture in order to make it work for them. Similar studies 
by Mainiero (1986, 1994), Kanter (1977, 1983, 1989) and Swiss (1996) reiterated the 
importance of understanding the culture and making sure that executive women 
learned to adapt to the rules of the corporate game. 
Some participants in this study coped with adapting to the corporate culture 
by reframing barriers or obstacles into challenges. Various challenges or barriers 
were reportedly important factors that affected senior executive women’s careers. 
The participants of this study described external barriers such as gender bias or the 
‘old boys’ network’. However, the ways they perceived these barriers (not whether 
they existed or not) and the complexity or interrelationship of these barriers (not able 
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to be categorized simply) were part of the results in this study. The participants 
developed their professional support relationships, with mentors or bosses, and 
learned on-the-job to develop strategies for dealing with corporate barriers. Some 
participants who viewed their barriers to success as being outside themselves were 
able to overcome them and succeed. Others who viewed barriers as external to them¬ 
selves but still felt they were affected by them had started their own companies. 
Many internal and external factors influenced the participants depending on their 
career stages or the situations they experienced, and these factors influenced the 
participants’ actions, choices and career success. 
The key findings in this study included: (1) the complex way senior executive 
women developed and maintained self-confidence as well as educational and pro¬ 
fessional support systems; (2) their approaches to meeting challenges and overcoming 
barriers within the corporate culture; and (3) the way they developed their dynamic 
and eclectic leadership styles and skills needed to cope with difficult situations. The 
participants in this study were action-oriented and developed into flexible leaders, ga¬ 
thering the required resources and education to achieve senior level positions. They 
navigated within the corporate environment, avoiding obstacles and confronting chal¬ 
lenges overcoming barriers within the corporate culture to succeed. 
The results of this study were discussed in terms of five major themes that 
contributed to senior executive women’s advancement: (1) navigating within the 
changing corporate environments; (2) evolving into flexible leaders who make a 
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corporate impact; (3) developing learning strategies and support systems vital for 
success; (4) reframing corporate barriers into challenges and, (5) overcoming gender 
bias in the corporate culture. This study viewed the results in different ways, adding 
new dimensions to ascertain a deeper understanding of the participants’ skills, aware¬ 
ness, career stages, leadership styles and ways of sustaining self-confidence or 
overcoming barriers. 
This study achieved its purpose in describing how the participants handled 
difficult situations and identifying major factors such as self-confidence, learning 
strategies, support systems and dynamic or eclectic leadership styles which contribute 
to their success. The participants in this study perceived themselves as having a high 
degree of belief in their capabilities to achieve success. They seemed self-directed 
and driven to succeed utilizing different ways to build on their expertise, experiences 
and confidence. One significant finding of this study is that the participants took 
their careers into their own hands and did not wait for any one to do it for them. 
They navigated successfully throughout their careers by making decisions, developing 
professional support systems, and initiating appropriate actions to achieve their goals. 
In general, more studies using in-depth interviews with successful executive wo¬ 
men would add to the knowledge base of how they succeed. More studies using 
interviews in addition to surveys might add to the overall knowledge base and ex¬ 
pand the existing practical or realistic information on successful executive women 
and their career developmental needs. The participants gave their time and thoughts 
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wishing to help others who might enter the corporate world. The education system 
has only limited theoretical or practical information upon which to base their teach¬ 
ing and not enough actual experiences from successful executive women. Many re¬ 
searchers (e.g., Bierema, 1994; Catalyst, 1995; Swiss, 1996) agree that implementing 
female executive development programs in corporations might help them advance 
in their corporate careers. However, upper corporate management seems to also need 
education and training programs to change their biased views. Education that aids 
the interrelationship of both genders might help corporations become less biased. 
This study concluded that these senior executive women are dynamic and eclectic 
leaders who are action-oriented, learning what they need to know to achieve their 
goals and making decisions that create an impact in corporations. They gathered 
their supportive resources and did what was necessary to succeed, while reframing 
barriers into challenges. Some of the major future research topics related to this 
study might include: (1) the differences between male and female leadership styles or 
the ways they make decisions (including risk-taking or other traits) that make an im¬ 
pact in corporations; (2) the effect of professional support systems on career women’s 
self-confidence (including early childhood development) and how they overcome 
social expectations; (3) how senior executive women reframe barriers into chal¬ 
lenges (including their methods for avoiding obstacles), not allowing outside influ¬ 
ences to affect them but taking charge or knowing they can succeed; and, (4) the 
differences that specific industry types (e.g., financial or banking versus social 
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services or education) might have on the career goals and attainment of senior 
executive women’s positions. 
Previous studies (e.g., Bierema, 1994; Catalyst, 1995; Swiss, 1996) recommended 
that career women seek mentors, become risk-takers or assertive. However, how to 
maintain professional support relationships and how to become risk-takers or gain 
practical knowledge has not been recommended. This study implies that having con¬ 
fidence is important but the developing ways to maintain confidence is more impor¬ 
tant. Practical recommendations ensuing from this study include providing corporate 
workshops where executive women assess where they are and how they might strate- 
gize where they want to be. This includes gaining practical experience during the 
workshops or planning ways to gain experience to develop their skills and build their 
confidence while exploring various methods that might work for them individually 
rather than expecting them to fit an image. 
Additional realistic in-depth qualitative research studies based on the experiences 
of senior executive women and how they achieved their success while coping with 
corporate barriers may help put some of the pieces of the puzzle into a visible pic¬ 
ture for future generations. The more practical knowledge and information on how 
senior executive women achieve success is available, then the more corporate execu¬ 
tive women could utilize this knowledge to achieve senior positions in corporate 
America. As Eleanor Roosevelt stated in a 1957 Meet the Press NBC television 
show, “As long as we primarily view people as male or female rather than as human 
beings or who they are, then we have not progressed as far as we think we may have.” 
151 
APPENDIX A 
WRITTEN CONSENT FORM 
PURPOSE : I am Katherine C. Powell, a doctoral student in the School of Education 
at University of Mass, at Amherst. I am interested in studying the events 
contributing to senior executive women’s success in the corporate world 
and their perceptions or experiences handling challenges and difficult 
situations. Corporate executive women usually face a ‘glass ceiling’. I 
would like to know what major events or personal attributes contribute 
to your successful career and self-development. I will ask you 25 to 30 
questions covering: (1) career and company profile, (2) corporate chal¬ 
lenges and barriers you have experienced, and (3) personal attributes or 
events that have helped you in handling difficult situations. My goal is 
to understand your experiences, opinions and perceptions, and to dis¬ 
cover some patterns or insights of senior executive women which could 
help me with my dissertation and research in human development. 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION: 
1. Only pseudonyms will be used and no corporate names 
will be used. The participant may choose the pseudonyms. 
2. Personal facts will only be used while still maintaining the 
dignity and anonymity of participants. 
3. The participant can review the material and withdraw from 
the process within six months. 
4. Participants are volunteering and are free to participate 
without prejudice. 
RESULTS: The results of these interviews will be used for my dissertation study 
and any articles or books that I might publish. All participants will 
remain anonymous and the tapes will be in my sole possession. 
I will transcribe the tapes and the research material may be accessible 
but only for clarification or questions. 
PARTICIPANT’S SIGNATURE: - 
DATE: -/-—/<— 
INTERVIEWER’S SIGNATURE: - 
DATE: —-/—/— 
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APPENDIX B 
SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
The following sample interview questions were used as a guide during 
the interviews with each of the twelve participants. They reflect the three cate¬ 
gories of questions as described in the focal research questions in Chapter III. 
The Self in Relationship to Career Development 
1. Give a brief personal history of your corporate career. Describe any major 
events or milestones that have contributed to your success? 
2. Give a brief description of your company. Describe your corporate 
culture. How did you learn about it? How do you fit in it? 
3. How has the corporate culture in your company impacted your career? 
How has the corporate network helped you, or not? 
4. When did you become aware of your ambition or drive to accomplish goals or 
achievements? How do you maintain your ambition or drive? 
5. Describe a situation at work when you were excluded or isolated? 
(How did you feel?) 
(How did you handle it?) 
6. When did you feel you had a career and how did this change your behavior? Do 
you consciously plan strategies for your career and if so, how? 
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7. What are some of your career goals and how have your priorities changed over 
the years? What would you do differently today? 
8. Describe your primary leadership style. How does it work for you? 
What else would you like to tell me about your career development? 
Corporate Challenges, Barriers, and Career Stages 
1. Recall one or two different challenges that you have met during your career. 
Describe the first steps you take to handle them? 
(Are you discussing the problem with others, if so, when and how?) 
2. Describe one or two of the major barriers you’ve faced throughout your career. 
How have you handled them and describe how you overcome them? 
3. When challenges and barriers present themselves, describe how you feel in 
a corporate environment. Do you feel in control or controlled, and how? 
4. Imagine yourself having to do a project which you know nothing about 
except the description of the project. How would you get the job done? 
Would you feel supported, if so, how? 
5. Do you generally feel supported in your position? If so, how and do you readily 
ask for support when confronted with challenges. 
6. Do you think of your career as having different stages? If so, please describe 
them? 
7. What advice would you give to a newly promoted executive woman? 
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Personal Attributes, Coping Styles and Self-Development 
1. Picture yourself in a situation where there are many demands placed on you. 
Describe where you are and what is happening. How do you feel about yourself? 
2. Describe your style or participation in presentations or during corporate 
meetings. What are one or two skills you have perfected in order to overcome 
demanding or difficult situations? 
3. Describe a situation in which your personal coping style helped resolve a problem 
related to your department or other people. How did you handle this conflict? 
How did you feel about yourself and your ability to achieve success? 
4. What kind of relationships do you have with your superiors? How do your 
subordinates support you? What kind of relationships do you have with your 
colleagues? Whom do you feel respects you the most and how? 
5. Have you had mentors, and if so, how have these relationships affected your 
career? Are you a mentor and if so, what kind of mentor and to whom? 
6. What kind of training and development has been most beneficial to your career? 
What kind of informal learning has played a part in your career ? 
7. Is there anything else you would like to add about your career that I haven’t 
covered? 
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APPENDIX C 
CAREER STAGES OF PARTICIPANTS 
Willa: Four Stages. (1) Learning Stage—This stage can be short or long 
depending on what one is doing. One learns the job 
until one is successful at doing it and does research 
until one is comfortable. 
(2) Comfortable Stage-This stage involves acknow¬ 
ledging doing the job well and being an active 
participant in one’s own success. The research 
continues in this stage as new things come up. 
(3) Refining Style Stage-During this stage leadership 
style is established and refined by being interactive 
and polishing oneself. Research is still a part of this 
until each new project becomes comfortable 
and refined (stages 2 and 3 interact). 
(4) Mentoring Stage-During this stage one is a role 
model for others, teaching all that one has learned so 
that others succeed. One grows always with new 
careers so that one never stops developing, learning, 
and researching until becoming successful. 
Linda: Three Periods. (1) Beginning Period-During this period one learns 
how to find one’s way in a corporate culture, 
building technical skills, learning to play in teams 
and working with male colleagues. 
(2) Middle Period—This period is learning how to play 
a leadership role both with clients and with internal 
teams, knowing that you are successful and your 
career is demanding. 
(3) Later Period-During this period one enjoys the 
fruits of one’s labor, passing the baton to others and 
surviving the downsizing of companies by learning 
new skills and how to survive. 
Pam: Four Stages. (1) ‘Go-fer’ Stage-This is a basic training stage in the 
corporate world, learning the ropes and how to 
interface with managers and to understand how to 
communicate. 
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(2) Confident Stage-This stage is learning from different 
people and projects on how to do one’s own thing with 
style and confidence. It involves putting publications 
together or selecting markets, writing well and being 
a good or competent interviewer. 
(3) Trust in Self Stage-During this stage it is important to 
trust one’s own judgment, or “stick to one’s guns” 
when it feels right to do so. It involves taking risks 
in one’s own programs and having others recognize 
you or trusting you to do a job well. 
(4) Mentoring Stage-This stage involves teaching others 
and giving them the benefits of one’s expertise or 
lessons learned during one’s career. 
Nora: Four Stages. (1) Learning Stage-This stage is learning the way things 
are done in a firm and learning the required skills. 
(2) Confident Stage-During this stage one needs to trust 
oneself and be confident in one’s skills and abilities 
while taking risks. 
(3) Cultivate Stage-This involves being true to oneself 
and allowing one’s own values and opinions to have 
merit no matter what others say. 
(4) Mentoring Stage-This is about teaching others and 
developing a staff to carry on one’s work and ideas. 
Barbara: Three Stages. (1) Learning Stage-This involves learning the culture, 
politics, and what works by experimentation. 
(2) Developing Stage-During this stage one is devel¬ 
oping a career for oneself, a style, several skills 
and starting to feel comfortable with who one is. 
(3) Peak Stage-This involves feeling comfortable with 
with one’s style, seeing the way others appreciate 
one’s work and teaching others. 
Susan: Three Stages. (1) Flexible Stage-This stage involves learning the 
ropes, responding to change and challenges. 
(2) Risk-Taking Stage-Here one is being on the cutting 
edge, putting together successful programs. 
(3) Teaching Stage-This involves teaching others what 
one knows and allowing assistants to make their 
own decisions. 
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Claire: Three Periods. (1) Honeymoon Period—This period is about learning 
the culture, one’s skills and getting specific training 
on one’s corporation and culture. 
(2) Middle Period—This involves creating networks, 
doing research, using people skills and project 
management while becoming an expert and having 
established a support system. 
(3) Comfortable Period—During this period one be¬ 
comes an impact or effective leader while observ¬ 
ing what others have done and teaching others. 
Heather: Four Stages. (1) Pure Stage—This is a fun time with no problems. 
One learns the corporate politics and players. 
(2) Developing Stage-During this stage one learns 
skills, develops a style and learns how to succeed. 
(3) Strategy Stage—This stage involves getting where 
one wants to be while keeping up on what one needs 
to do to get there. 
(4) Peak Stage-This is being where you want to be i.e., 
comfortable with work relationships and teaching. 
Ruth: Three stages. (1) Learning Stage-This stage is looking to others to help 
make decisions, learning the culture, skills and 
politics. 
(2) Follow Stage-During this stage one follows others, 
especially the chain of command and one learns 
to make one’s own decisions while developing a style. 
(3) Becoming Stage-This stage involves letting one’s 
accomplishments be known, saying what one thinks, 
while becoming one’s own person. 
Marie: Three Stages. (1) ‘Doobie’ Stage-During this stage one is learning the 
ropes and does everything that is expected of them. 
(2) Analytical Stage-This involves one needing to 
analyze one’s surroundings, events and how other 
people work in the environment. 
(3) Global Thinking Stage-This is looking at the larger 
view which encompasses the welfare of others and 
not just one person or project. 
Diane: Seven Stages. (1) Listening Stage-During this stage one expresses 
one’s desires, listens to others and learns one’s 
surroundings and how to work in them. 
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(2) Forgetting Stage-This involves forgetting one’s old 
self and intentions while developing a new self and 
new structures of existence. 
(3) Support Stage--In this stage one creates a new future 
by trial and error while maintaining one’s new desire 
or position. 
(4) Transform Stage-During this stage one transforms 
and repeats one’s new self and actions while 
acquiring new abilities. 
(5) Structure Stage--This is the breakthrough stage and 
one finally becomes comfortable, no longer 
concerned with personal views but with broader 
views while providing for others and the company. 
(6) Meta Stage--In this stage one distinguishes oneself 
from others, becoming altruistic and providing 
growth or self-esteem for others. 
(7) Mastery Stage-During this stage one is giving it 
away to others while following one’s integrity and 
distinguishing one’s mastery or core values. 
Kay: Four Phases. (1) Learning Phase-This phase is about learning the 
business and how to do things while observing others 
or learning from the practice of others. 
(2) Observing Phase-During this phase one observes skills, 
while emulating others but one is doing it better and 
incorporating one’s developed success skills. 
(3) Competitive Phase-This phase involves feeling that 
one can do anything and that one is qualified while 
competitive to get to the next level no matter what 
other people might say. 
(4) Coaching Phase-This phase is about teaching others 
what one has learned while also belonging to a 
mentor program and giving knowledge back to others. 
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